Between censorship and propaganda : the translation and rewriting of children's literature during facism by Sinibaldi, Caterina
  
 
University of Warwick institutional repository: http://go.warwick.ac.uk/wrap  
 
A Thesis Submitted for the Degree of PhD at the University of Warwick 
 
http://go.warwick.ac.uk/wrap/56235 
 
 
This thesis is made available online and is protected by original copyright.  
Please scroll down to view the document itself.  
Please refer to the repository record for this item for information to help you to 
cite it. Our policy information is available from the repository home page.  
 
 
 
 
  
Between Censorship and Propaganda:  
The Translation and Rewriting of  
Children’s Literature during Fascism 
 
 
 
Caterina Sinibaldi 
 
 
Thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the Degree of PhD 
 
University of Warwick 
 
 
 
Italian Department 
 
 
 
July, 2012 
  
CONTENTS 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ....................................................................................................... 1 
DECLARATION ........................................................................................................................ 2 
ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................ 3 
INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................................................... 4 
1. Translation and Children’s Literature during Fascism ............................................................. 9 
2. Defining Key-words ............................................................................................................... 13 
2.1. Fascism ................................................................................................................................ 13 
2.2 Fascist Ideology .................................................................................................................... 15 
2.3 Fascist Culture ...................................................................................................................... 16 
2.4 Translation ............................................................................................................................ 18 
2.5 Children’s Literature ............................................................................................................. 26 
3. Thesis Outline ......................................................................................................................... 27 
CHAPTER ONE. Depicting Ambivalence: Fascism, Children’s Literature and 
Translation ................................................................................................................................ 31 
1. Imagined Child and Real Child .............................................................................................. 31 
2. Children’s Literature ............................................................................................................... 41 
2.1 Fascist Literature for Fascist Children ? ............................................................................... 44 
3. The Bologna Conference and the Problem of Translation ..................................................... 49 
4. Translation during Fascism .................................................................................................... 58 
4.1 Translation and Children’s Literature ................................................................................... 70 
4.2 The Censorship of Translation ............................................................................................. 73 
4.3 Censorship of Translations for Children .............................................................................. 76 
CHAPTER TWO. A Political Puppet: The Fascist Rewritings of Collodi's Novel ............ 81 
1. Pinocchio: A Children’s Classic ............................................................................................. 84 
2. Pinocchio Goes Fascist ........................................................................................................... 93 
3. ‘Fascist’ Rewritings .............................................................................................................. 102 
  
3.1 Pinocchio, or the Formation of the Young Fascist ............................................................. 102 
3.2 Pinocchio Goes to School ................................................................................................... 109 
4. The African Adventures of Pinocchio .................................................................................. 115 
4.1 An Adventurer in the ‘Dark Continent’ .............................................................................. 115 
4.2 Pinocchio in Abyssinia ....................................................................................................... 124 
CHAPTER THREE. The Fascist Adventures of Alice in Wonderland ............................. 132 
1. Alice in Wonderland in the English and Italian Literary Traditions ..................................... 136 
1.2 The Fascist Criticism .......................................................................................................... 140 
2. Why Translate Alice? ............................................................................................................ 149 
3. The Translations: The Paratext ............................................................................................. 152 
3.1 The Translators ................................................................................................................... 152 
3.2 Front Covers, Publishers, Illustrators ................................................................................. 157 
4. The Texts .............................................................................................................................. 161 
CHAPTER FOUR. Black and White Strips: the Translation of American Comics ........ 181 
1. Comics in the U.S. and in Italy ............................................................................................. 182 
2. Comics in Translation ........................................................................................................... 188 
2.1 American Comics for Fascist Children .............................................................................. 192 
2.2 Translation between Identity and Innovation ..................................................................... 200 
3. Race and Africa in American and Italian Comics ................................................................ 209 
4. Africa in the Corriere dei Piccoli and L’Avventuroso ......................................................... 217 
4.1 Africa in the CdP ................................................................................................................ 224 
4.2 Africa in L’Avventuroso ..................................................................................................... 229 
CHAPTER FIVE. Translating for a Book Series: ‘La Scala d’Oro’ ................................. 238 
1. Context and History .............................................................................................................. 239 
2. Beyond Neutrality. The Ideology of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ ......................................................... 246 
3. Success and Criticism ........................................................................................................... 250 
4. Behind the Curtains. Editors, Writers, Illustrators ............................................................... 256 
5. Inside the Catalogue ............................................................................................................. 266 
6. Translations as Rewritings .................................................................................................... 268 
7. Case-studies: Peter Pan and Robinson Crusoe .................................................................... 273 
  
7.1 Peter Pan in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ ............................................................................................ 279 
7.2 Robinson Crusoe in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ ................................................................................ 288 
CONCLUSION ....................................................................................................................... 298 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ................................................................................................................... 314 
APPENDIX I ‘La Scala d’Oro’: Editors’ Note and Catalogue .......................................... 344 
  
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
 
Figure 1 From the front cover of Alessandra Tarquini, Storia della cultura fascista (2011) .... 32 
Figure 2 Illus. by  Giove Toppi in Avventure e spedizioni punitive di Pinocchio Fascista  
(1923), p. 19 ...................................................................................................................... 103 
Figure 3 Cirillo Schizzo, Pinocchio fra i Balilla (1927), p. 39 ................................................ 114 
Figure 4 Anna Franchi, Pinocchio in Africa (1931), p. 187 ..................................................... 120 
Figure 5 Pinocchio istruttore del Negus (1939), p. 53 ............................................................. 125 
Figure 6 American and Italian version of ‘Little Nemo’, published in 1900 and 1908, in The 
New York Herald and Il Corriere dei Piccoli ................................................................... 188 
Figure 7 ‘Dick Fulmine’ (1939) ............................................................................................... 199 
Figure 8 ‘L’isola delle belve’ (1937) ........................................................................................ 228 
Figure 9 ‘Il Negriero’ (1935) .................................................................................................... 232 
Figure 10 Detail from the front cover of L’Avventuroso, in 1934 and 1938 ............................ 234 
  
1 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
There are a number of people I would like to thank for contributing to the completion of this 
thesis. 
 
First and foremost, I am thoroughly grateful to my supervisor, Dr Loredana Polezzi, for her 
constant guidance and support, and for the many hours of inspiring discussion which made this 
thesis possible. 
 
I am deeply thankful to the friends and colleagues in the Italian Department. In particular, Dom 
Holdaway and Filippo Trentin, for all the happy times together; Dr Jenny Burns, Dr David 
Lines and Dr Simon Gilson, for believing in my project and providing illuminating comments 
on my thesis; Dr Joanne Lee and Dr Elisabetta Tarantino, for their generosity and expertise; 
Mrs Harpal Singh, for her professional and personal support throughout my time at Warwick.  
 
Special thanks go to Dr Francesca Billiani, for the stimulating conversations and exchanges of 
ideas; Prof Franco Nasi, for his perceptive comments on parts of my work; Prof Theo Hermans, 
Prof Mona Baker and Dr Charlotte Bosseaux, for helping me structure this project at its early 
stages; Dr Rita Wilson, for her precious advice towards the end. I would also like to thank Prof. 
Guido Bonsaver and Prof. Susan Bassnett for providing such insightful and inspiring feedback 
on my thesis. 
 
I am indebted to the librarians of the Biblioteca di Storia Moderna e Contemporanea in Rome, 
the Biblioteca Nazionale and Biblioteca Marucelliana in Florence, The British Library in 
London and the Warwick University Library, for their assistance with my research. 
 
I am profoundly thankful to my parents for their unconditional support, and to Sophie, for her 
love and encouragement.  
 
 
  
2 
 
DECLARATION 
 
Selected materials included in this thesis have appeared in the following publications: 
 
‘Dangerous Children and Children in Danger. Reading American comics under the Italian 
Fascist regime’ in The Nation in Children's Literature. Nations of Childhood, ed. by Kit Kelen 
and Bjorn Sundmark (London: Routledge, 2012). 
‘Black and White Strips. La razza nei fumetti americani tradotti durante il Fascismo’ in Parlare 
di razza: la lingua del colore tra Italia e Stati Uniti, ed. by Tatiana Petrovich Njegosh and 
Anna Scacchi (Verona: Ombre Corte, 2012). 
‘Il nonsense del regime. Tradurre Alice durante il ventennio fascista’, Il Lettore di Provincia, 
138 (2012), 65-80. 
‘Pinocchio, a Political Puppet: the Fascist Adventures of Collodi’s Novel’, Italian studies, 66.3 
(November 2011), 333-52. 
‘Dangerous Strips. The Reception of American Comics under the Italian Fascist Regime’, In 
Other Words, 34 (Autumn/Winter 2009).  
  
3 
ABSTRACT 
The thesis sets out to examine the little studied phenomenon of translating and rewriting 
children’s literature during Fascism. Under Mussolini’s rule, books for children had to perform 
the important task of forging the ‘new Italians’. For this reason, the presence of foreign 
literature on the Italian book market became increasingly problematic, as the regime attempted 
to achieve cultural and economic autarchy. This research aims to show how, rather than merely 
reflecting dominant ideologies, the translation of books for children was a site for negotiation, 
allowing different, and sometimes conflicting narratives and discourses to be identified and 
fruitfully examined. 
By adopting an interdisciplinary theoretical framework, where  theories from 
Translation Studies, Children’s Literature, and studies on Fascism, are integrated, translations 
and rewritings of books for children are employed as hermeneutic tools to explore the 
multifaceted nature of the regime’s ideology and cultural production, beyond the official façade 
of unity and consistency. Central questions concerning the construction and defense of Fascist 
identity are addressed through a selection of case studies, showing different strategies and 
functions of translating and rewriting for children. 
The Fascist rewritings of Collodi’s Pinocchio are analysed in relation to Fascism’s 
relationship with tradition, focusing on the ways in which the past was ‘rewritten’ at different 
phases of the dictatorship. 
The challenges of translating a book that had been openly condemned by Fascist 
institutions are examined by looking at the two translations of Alice in Wonderland which 
appeared during the 1930s. 
The complex reception and the controversial success of American comics is 
investigated, where the different strategies of translation and re-creation reveal complex 
dynamics of interactions between imported and native products. 
Finally, the process of rewriting an apparently timeless and universal tradition is 
observed in the book series ‘La Scala d’Oro’, which was highly regarded by official culture, 
despite publishing mostly foreign titles. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The purpose of this study is, broadly speaking, to examine how translations and 
rewritings of children’s literature participated in the project of identity formation and 
negotiation taking place during Fascism. The thesis examines a range of examples of the 
translations and rewritings for children that appeared over the 1920s and 1930s, in order 
to show how target texts were produced and functioned within a complex cultural and 
political context. 
The Fascist dictatorship attained power and consensus in Italy not only through 
violent, coercive methods, but also – and above all – through the dissemination of 
powerful narratives. As noted by Gibelli, Fascism imposed on Italian culture its own, 
unique ‘fairy tale’,1 by broadcasting its views through a powerful media apparatus, in the 
form of stories that blurred boundaries between reality and imagination, politics and 
narration. The present work adopts a view of translation as a literary process and a social 
practice embedded in a specific socio-historical context, which both reflects and actively 
promotes narratives of the ‘self and other’.2 In particular, I focus on children’s literature 
as a genre which, beyond its apparent simplicity and ostensible purposes, provides 
evidence of different, and often conflicting narratives circulating within Fascist society, 
even (and in fact especially) at the time when the regime appeared to enjoy its highest 
peak of popularity.  
                                                
 
1 Antonio Gibelli, Il popolo bambino. Infanzia e nazione dalla Grande Guerra a Salò (Turin: Einaudi, 
2005), p. 246. 
2 Margaret Somers, ‘The Narrative Constitution of Identity: A Relational and Network Approach’, Theory 
and Society, 23 (1994), 605–49. 
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The notion of translation informing this study is necessarily broad and includes 
literary practices ranging from interlingual translation to intralingual and intertemporal 
adaptation, and rewriting. Intertemporal adaptations are a common device in children’s 
literature and can provide valuable insights into the ideological context within which they 
were produced. This is especially evident in the case of Italian Fascism which, according 
to Mario Isnenghi, ‘nato per trasmutazione o reinterpretazione di sé […] sembrerebbe 
restare poi necessitato a una perpetua riscrittura’.3 Adaptations of Italian children’s 
classics produced at the time can be seen as revealing of the process of manipulation and 
rewriting of national identity, while also exposing both continuities and ruptures with 
pre-existing cultural and ideological frameworks.  
Together with the process of ‘internal re-negotiation’, and, to some extent, re-
translation of the nation’s past, Fascism had to deal with powerful external influences. 
From the 1920s onwards, Hollywood movies were extremely popular with the Italian 
public and both European and American literature circulated widely in translation. 
However, it was in the 1930s that foreign, especially American, fiction, almost 
outnumbered the Italian production and started to be perceived as an ‘invasion’ by many 
Italian writers and Fascist intellectuals.4 The mid to late 1930s were also the so-called 
‘anni del consenso’,5 during which the regime’s totalitarian traits became more visible, as 
did the efforts to achieve widespread and popular support through propaganda. This led 
                                                
 
3 Mario Isnenghi, L'Italia del fascio (Florence: Giunti Editore, 1996), p. 107. 
4 The Sindacato Autori e Scrittori had launched several campaigns against the ‘translation invasion’, the 
first one in 1934, details of which will be given in Chapter One. See also Christopher Rundle, Publishing 
Translations in Fascist Italy (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2010). 
5 See Renzo De Felice, Mussolini il Duce. Gli Anni del Consenso, 1929-1936 (Turin: Einaudi, 1980). Some 
scholars have questioned the authenticity of public consent to Fascism, such as Victoria de Grazia, in her 
extensive study The Culture of Consent: Mass Organization of Leisure in Fascist Italy (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1981) or Paul Corner, who states in his essay ‘Fascist Italy in the 1930s: 
Popular Opinion in the Provinces’ that ‘Fascism managed to impose itself on popular attitudes much less 
successfully than either National Socialism or Soviet communism.’ In Popular Opinion in Fascist Italy, ed. 
by Paul Corner (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 122-46 (p. 142). 
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to a paradoxical situation where translations were extremely successful with readers and 
economically rewarding for publishers but, at the same time, were condemned for being 
in conflict with Fascism’s nationalist claims and its rhetoric of self-sufficiency.  
The ambivalent status of translated literature during Fascism has been examined 
by a number of scholars who, over the last decade, have approached the subject from 
different perspectives. Some have looked at translation as a publishing phenomenon,6 or 
in relation to Fascist censorship;7 others have focused on its implications for Italian 
literature and culture as a potential source for both innovation and threat,8 and the success 
of foreign literature has also been considered in relation to the complex attitude of the 
regime towards modernity. With regard to this last point, existing studies have focused 
mostly on American literature, which, as Valerio Ferme puts it, was so influential as to be 
able to ‘sostenere o destabilizzare le pratiche estetiche o politiche dominanti’.9 What is 
less well known, and has received almost no scholarly attention, is that, from the 
beginning of the twentieth century, children’s literature was also profoundly influenced 
by European and American models. In particular, European illustrators and, from the 
1930s onwards, American cartoonists, had a tangible influence on the rapid growth in 
magazines for children, which had started in 1910. These were also the years when 
classic books such as Alice in Wonderland, Tom Sawyer, The Jungle Book, Peter Pan, 
and Mary Poppins, were first translated into Italian, in 1908, 1920, 1922, 1922 and 1936 
respectively.  
                                                
 
6 Rundle, Publishing Translations. 
7 Guido Bonsaver, Censorship and Literature in Fascist Italy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007). 
8 Francesca Billiani, Culture nazionali e narrazioni straniere. Italia: 1903-1943 (Florence: Le Lettere, 
2007). 
9 Valerio Ferme, Tradurre è tradire. La traduzione come sovversione culturale sotto il fascismo (Ravenna: 
Longo, 2002),  p. 20 
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While the ideological and political implications of children’s literature have 
received scholarly attention at least since the 1980s,10 most studies carried out in the 
Italian context have taken a descriptive approach, aiming to trace the origins of the genre 
and its evolution throughout Italian history.11 Particular attention has been given to the 
relationship between children’s literature and education, with special emphasis on 
schoolbooks.12 Only a limited number of these studies have dealt with school education 
during Fascism, and none has focused on children’s literature as a genre. The latter is 
usually mentioned with regards to Fascist policies of indoctrination, as part of a wider 
strategy that included para-military youth organizations as well as school reforms.13 
However, the literary dimension of books for children remains largely overlooked, and 
the issue of translated literature is almost exclusively treated in relation to censorship.14 
By focusing on books for children, the present work intends not only to call 
attention to a significant, although largely overlooked, literary phenomenon. Books for 
children, perhaps more than other kinds of publications, are the result of a dialogue 
between a variety of social actors, who interact within a web of institutional agencies. 
This thesis aims to show how their translations and rewritings can be used as hermeneutic 
                                                
 
10 I am especially referring to the ground-breaking work by Jacqueline Rose, The case of Peter Pan, or The 
Impossibility of Children’s Fiction (London: Macmillan, 1984), where the scholar examined the ongoing 
negotiations of power between children and adults in children’s literature; see also Peter Hunt Literary 
Criticism: Criticism, Theory, and Children's Literature (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) and, especially, An 
introduction to Children’s Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994). 
11 See for instance the influential history of children’s literature by Pino Boero and Carmine de Luca, La 
letteratura per l’infanzia (Rome, Bari: Laterza, 1995), or Gianna Marrone, Storia e generi della letteratura 
per l’infanzia (Rome: Armando, 2002). 
12 Among the literature on the subject, a significant contribution was made by Piero Fossati and Marcella 
Bacigalupi, Da plebe a popolo. L'educazione popolare nei libri di scuola dall'unità d'Italia alla 
Repubblica, (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1986). 
13 See the comprehensive study by Tracy H. Koon, Believe, Obey, Fight: Political Socialization of Youth in 
Fascist Italy, 1922-43 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1985); more specifically on the 
school system: Giovanni Biondi, Fiora Imberciadori, …voi siete la primavera d’Italia… L’ideologia 
fascista nel mondo della scuola 1925-1943 (Turin: Paravia, 1982). 
14 Bonsaver, Censorship and Literature, p. 261. 
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tools to penetrate beyond the official façade of the regime and explore its literary, cultural 
and ideological production from an unusual angle.  
As the case studies will demonstrate, looking at translation or rewriting for 
children as a mere case of censorship or bowdlerization in the service of Fascist ideology 
would be not only reductive, but also inaccurate. The picture emerging from the analysis 
of the material collected reveals the complexity of translating and rewriting children’s 
literature during Fascism and leads us to question commonly held assumptions and 
expectations. In particular, my study questions the extent of the ideological hegemony of 
the regime over books for children, by showing how conflicting narratives and ideologies 
can be found even in propagandistic materials. Moreover, the case studies show how, 
besides its repressive function, the censorship of literature also promoted creative 
strategies and solutions, which often blurred the boundaries between ‘local’ and ‘foreign’ 
products.   
In this respect, the translation of children’s literature is especially significant, not 
only because of the specific nature of the two text-types, but also because of the way they 
have been perceived and conceptualized. Both books for children and translated literature 
have historically been relegated to a marginal position in relation to official culture. Yet, 
despite being regarded as secondary or derivative, literature in translation and books for 
children have been more obviously policed and censored than most other text types at 
given historical moments. This is especially evident in the context of Fascism, where both 
translation and children’s literature acquired special ideological and political significance. 
At the same time, their peripheral position within the literary system granted them a 
certain degree of freedom. This creates a space for negotiation, where symbolic 
transactions can be observed, providing valuable insights into the cultural and educational 
policies of the regime. 
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1. Translation and Children’s Literature during Fascism 
 
In a well-known formulation, Peter Hunt refers to children’s literature as reflecting 
society ‘as it wishes to be, as it wishes to be seen, and as it unconsciously reveals itself to 
be’.15 Among the various definitions of a genre whose distinctive traits are hard to 
identify, the one given by Hunt is particularly interesting because it highlights how self-
representation in children’s literature is not merely the result of dominant ideologies 
being imposed from above. Rather, multiple layers of meaning and degrees of 
manipulation are more or less consciously and intentionally encoded in the text by the 
producers of books for children, first and foremost by writers and translators.  
The implications of this multiple inscription on the reader are best described by 
Perry Nodelman who, in his influential work The Hidden Adult, points out how:  
 
The unconscious of a text of children’s literature is the adult consciousness that 
makes its childlikeness meaningful and comprehendible [sic], so children’s literature 
can be understood as simple literature that communicates by means of reference to a 
complex repertoire of unspoken but implied adult knowledge.16 
 
For Nodelman, the general assumption behind children’s literature is that, as readers, 
children can only access the simple surface, whilst adults can understand the complex 
                                                
 
15 Peter Hunt, Children’s Literature: the Development of Criticism (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 2. 
16 Perry Nodelman, The Hidden Adult: Defining Children’s Literature (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University, 2008), p. 206. 
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depths. In reality, he argues, ‘children must have access to at least some of the 
complexities in order to make sense of the apparent simplicity’.17  
The interplay between surface and hidden meanings, and the layers of complexity 
and simplicity which compose children’s literature, are particularly interesting to observe 
under an authoritarian regime such as the Fascist one, which presented hegemonic 
ideologies as absolute and unquestionable. We know how self-representation and self-
narration were central practices in the articulation of a Fascist identity. Throughout its 
course, the regime developed a continuous self-narration, aimed at constructing a sense of 
belonging to which all previous identifications and loyalties should be subordinated. The 
process of ‘making of the Fascist self’, in Berezin's definition,18 combined a need for 
regeneration, aiming at the rebirth of the national community, with the re-appropriation 
and reinterpretation of the legacy of tradition. Moreover, the construction of a Fascist 
subjectivity and sense of history was affected by foreign cultural influences – mainly 
imported through the market for translations, which had increased rapidly over the 1920s 
and 1930s.  
           In recent Translation Studies, the act of translation has been described as an 
‘explicit confrontation with the foreign’,19 one which entails a process of identity 
negotiation. The notion of ‘foreign’ has been variously investigated as a category which 
is, by its nature, relative and unstable, and which is defined within a hierarchical 
structure. According to Rebecca Saunders, if cultural, linguistic, and ideological 
otherness are likely to be perceived as threatening to identity, this is because:  
 
                                                
 
17 Ibid., p. 207. 
18 Mabel Berezin, Making the Fascist Self: The Political Culture of Interwar Italy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1997). 
19 Clem Robyns, ‘Translation and Discursive Identity’, Poetics Today, 15 (1994), 405-28, (p. 405). 
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[T]he presence of the foreign simultaneously thematizes and interrogates the 
familiar, drags crepuscular familiarities into daylight and exposes them to 
inspection.20 
 
Such a definition can be seen in relation to the concept of the otherness of childhood, 
suggested by Nodelman in an influential article ‘The Other: Orientalism, Colonialism and 
Children’s Literature’.21 Here the author borrows Said’s concept of Orientalism to argue 
that fictional children, as they feature in children’s literature, can be compared to a 
colonized group, patronized and spoken for by adults. Already at the time of the article’s 
publication,22 but especially over the last decade, this view was variously criticised for 
conceptualizing children as a homogeneous, de-historicized group23 and for employing 
terms and notions of post-colonial theory in a superficial way, disregarding central issues 
such as that of race.24 Yet, though such criticism of Nodelman’s argument is justified, the 
perceived ‘alterity’ of the child remains a useful concept. In the Fascist context, the 
otherness of childhood was especially evident in the way children were entitled to special 
measures of protection against foreign influences. Being conceptualised as a ‘liminal 
space’, childhood was seen as especially vulnerable to corrupting forces, coming both 
from within and without the nation. However, precisely because of its marginal position 
and liminal status in relation to society, childhood also provided a potential space for 
questioning dominant norms and narratives.  
                                                
 
20 The Concept of Foreign: an Interdisciplinary Dialogue, ed. by Rebecca Saunders (Lanham, Maryland: 
Lexington Books, 2003), p. 5. 
21 Perry Nodelman, ‘The Other: Orientalism, Colonialism and Children’s Literature’, in Children's 
Literature Association Quarterly, 17.1 (1992), 29-35. 
22 See, for instance, Alan Richardson, ‘Romanticism and the End of Childhood’ in Literature and the 
Child: Romantic Continuations, Postmodern Contestations, ed. by James Holt McGavran, (Iowa: 
University of Iowa, 1999), pp. 23-43. 
23 Maria Lassén-Seger, Adventures into Otherness: Child Metamorphs in Late Twentieth-century Children's 
Literature (Åbo: Åbo Akademi, 2006). 
24 Clare Bradford, Unsettling Narratives: Postcolonial Readings of Children’s Literature (Waterloo: 
Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2007). 
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In this regard, it is worth turning our attention to the way in which Georg Simmel 
defines the concept of ‘stranger’ in a given society as a form of ‘objectivity’ in relation to 
the norms, values and conventions of a social group:  
 
Objectivity may also be defined as freedom: the objective individual is bound by no 
commitments which could prejudice his perception, understanding, and evaluation of 
the given. The freedom, however, which allows the stranger to experience and treat 
even his close relationships as though from a bird's-eye view, contains many 
dangerous possibilities.25 
 
The inherent otherness of children lies precisely in the fact that they do not yet belong to 
any ideological group, and hence their perspective is external and to some degree 
objective, as in the renowned fairy tale by Andersen, where a child is the only one who 
points out that the king is naked.26 At the same time, children’s identity, being perceived 
as especially unstable and fragile, is also particularly endangered by what is perceived as 
Other.  
During Fascism, the nation’s past could represent an ‘internal other’, which 
needed to be rewritten or re-interpreted in light of the Fascist present. Dissident 
narratives, coming from within or without, also needed to be repressed and silenced 
through censorship. In this context, the inherent foreignness of translated literature was 
seen as a potentially dangerous and contaminating influence, especially when addressing 
weaker sectors of society, such as children. 
                                                
 
25 Georg Simmel, ‘The Stranger’, in The Sociology of Georg Simmel, ed. by Kurt H. Wolff (New York: The 
Free Press, 1950), pp. 402-8, (p. 402). 
26 I am referring to Hans Christian Andersen’s ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’, first published in the third 
volume of Fairy Tales Told for Children, English translation of Eventyr, fortalte for Børn. Første Samling 
(Copenhagen: C.A. Reiztel, 1837). 
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Studies on translation in other authoritarian contexts have shown how, in their 
attempts to impose a cohesive national and social identity from above, dictatorial regimes 
are likely to perceive foreign literature in general as a threat, and to adopt specific 
censorship measures, in particular, to control the translation of books for children.27 In 
Fascist Italy, protectionist and xenophobic attitudes were intensified in the years of 
autarchy, as we can see from the harsher censorship measures implemented against 
translation in the second half of the 1930s. However, as my thesis attempts to 
demonstrate, this is only half of the story, the more visible part, which coincides with the 
image projected by the regime; the other half shows the tension and complexities that lay 
behind the official façade of ideological unity and cohesion. 
The case studies included in the thesis will elaborate further on these subjects. 
Before doing this, however, it is important at this stage to define some important key-
words, relating to the three core areas of Fascism, children’s literature, and translation, 
and to explain how they are employed in this study as well as how they relate to each 
other. 
2. Defining key-words 
2.1. Fascism  
By ‘Fascism’ I refer to the revolutionary movement born in 1919 under the name Fasci di 
Combattimento, in reaction to the difficult post-war situation of the country, and 
organized as a political party (Partito Nazionale Fascista) in 1921. The conditions 
                                                
 
27 The issue of translating children’s literature under totalitarianism has received little scholarly attention. 
On the context of Francoist Spain, a notable exception is represented by Ian Craig, Children’s Classics 
under Franco: Censorship of the ‘William’ Books and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (Oxford: Peter Lang, 
2001); on translation during the Nazi regime, Kate Sturge touches upon the specific case of children’s 
literature in ‘The Alien Within’: Translation into German during the Nazi Regime (Munich: Iudicium, 
2004); Catriona Kelly briefly mentions the censorship of translations in her study of children’s literature  
during the Soviet regime: ‘Thank You for the Wonderful Book: Soviet Child Readers and the Management 
of Children’s Reading, 1950–75’, Kritica, 6 (2005), 717-53. 
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created by the social and economic crisis following the First World War, combined with 
the violent actions of  ‘squadristi’ who, between 1922 and 1924, killed hundreds of 
adversaries, determined Fascism’s quick rise to power. From 1925, Mussolini’s 
undoubted personal charisma became the object of a pervasive propaganda campaign, 
launched by the Fascist Party and aiming to create a cult of the Duce. As a result, 
Mussolini came to be perceived by many as a strong and decisive national leader, able to 
save the country from the Communist threat.28 The speech delivered by the Duce to the 
Chamber on 3 January 1925, following Giacomo Matteotti’s murder, is considered a 
turning point in Mussolini’s consolidation of power, and marked the beginning of the 
Fascist dictatorship in Italy.29 Since its origins, Fascism had been informed by a 
fundamental tension between its nature as a revolutionary movement and the need for 
political legitimation.  That tension between modernization and tradition, which lay at the 
heart of Fascist identity, is a central element for understanding the complex and 
ambiguous attitude of the regime toward foreign literature. Translation was exploited as a 
source of literary innovation, which could, modernize the publishing sector, while, at the 
same time, being condemned for creating an undesirable dependence on foreign products 
and ‘contaminating’ Italian identity. This latter aspect of translation was perceived as 
particularly problematic in relation to children’s literature, as a genre addressing a 
vulnerable and yet valuable audience, and one which the regime was keen to indoctrinate 
into its ideology. 
                                                
 
28 Paul Corner, The Fascist Party. 
29 I refer to the well-established periodization of Fascism. See, among others: Gaetano Salvemini, Le 
origini del fascismo in Italia (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1979), and the several volumes by Renzo De Felice on 
Mussolini’s rise to power (i.e. Mussolini il rivoluzionario; Mussolini il fascista; Mussolini il Duce, 
published between 1965 and 1974). 
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2.2 Fascist Ideology 
Being aware that the very existence of a distinctively ‘Fascist ideology’ is still 
controversial, I use the term to refer to the multifaceted, heterogeneous and changing - 
but by no means less powerful or penetrating – set of thoughts and practices, informing 
the regime’s doctrine, rhetoric, and political actions. 
Contrary to official claims, Fascist ideology was not a fixed and coherent entity. 
As will be shown in subsequent chapters, this is especially evident in children’s literature, 
where the coexistence of different ideological tendencies reveals a system of competing 
agencies and forces. The latter are particularly visible in translations and rewritings, 
where processes of negotiation between cultural and ideological identities highlight 
differences and fractures within the dominant narratives imposed by the regime.  
Rather than defining the content of Fascist ideology, I am interested in exploring 
the sources it drew on and the way it engaged with external influences. In this regard, the 
influential work of Piergiogio Zunino provides a useful perspective,30 since it investigates 
Fascist ideology in its continuities and contrasts with the ideologies which already 
circulated within Italian society.31 In particular, Zunino shows how Fascism operated a 
selective appropriation of the nation’s past, in order to legitimize its present political 
organization. Applied to the context of children’s literature, such perspective offers 
valuable insights into the implications of processes of rewriting. 
                                                
 
30 Piergiorgio Zunino, L’ideologia del fascismo (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1985). 
31 See also Emilio Gentile, Le origini dell’ideologia fascista 1918-1925 (Bari: Laterza, 1975). 
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Jason Jones and Shân Wareing define ideology as ‘any set of beliefs which, to the 
people who hold them, appear to be logical and natural’;32 in a similar vein, Terry 
Eagleton describes it as ‘the process whereby social life is converted to a natural 
reality’.33 Such strategies of normalization, used to legitimize ideological systems, were 
also central to the construction and re-construction of narratives during Fascism. When 
we observe them in the context of translations and rewritings for children, it becomes 
clear how the dominant narratives of the regime, which circulated through pervasive 
propaganda, coexisted and competed with alternative narratives, and their interaction 
played an essential role in shaping social and political identities. 
In her work on the relationship between translators/translation and dominant 
ideologies, Baker has highlighted the central role played by translated works in either 
challenging or supporting dominant narratives across linguistic boundaries,34 ‘so that they 
come to be perceived as self-evident, benign, uncontestable and non-controversial’.35 As I 
hope to demonstrate, this approach can be fruitfully extended to translations and 
rewritings for children, and to showing how the powerful narratives produced by the 
regime were both informed and influenced by pre-existing or external ideological 
discourses. 
2.3 Fascist Culture 
Similarly to fascist ideology, the existence of a distinctly ‘Fascist culture’ is also still 
open to debate. While this study does not intend to explore this issue in depth, or to 
                                                
 
32 Jason Jones and Shân Wareing, ‘Language and Politics’, Language, Society and Power (1999), 31-48 (p. 
34). 
33 Terry Eagleton,  Ideology: An Introduction (London, Verso:1991), p. 2. 
34 After her groundbreaking work Translation and Conflict (London: Routledge, 2006) Mona Baker has 
further explored the implications of using a narrative approach in translation in ‘Reframing Conflict in 
Translation’, Social Semiotics, 17.2 (2007), 151-69 and ‘Narratives in and of Translation’, SKASE, Journal 
of Translation and Interpretation, 1.1 (2005), 4-13. 
35 Translation and Conflict, p. 11. 
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provide a survey of the different positions taken by scholars, its results may offer a new 
perspective on the relationship between Fascism and cultural production.  
Fascism is a relatively recent historical trauma, a ‘passato scomodo’ in the 
definition of Nicola Tranfaglia,36 which, in the aftermath of the regime, was famously 
described by philosopher and historian Benedetto Croce as an aberration, a historical 
rupture and a ‘parenthesis’ in Italian history.37 From this perspective, the regime’s 
cultural dimension has remained, until recently, largely neglected, in favour of a strictly 
historical approach.38 Towards the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-
first centuries, a growing number of scholars have started to direct their attention to the 
aesthetic dimension of Fascism,39 focusing on the way in which its ideology manifested 
itself through political and rhetorical means.40 Despite such developments in the 
discipline, literary production has remained a rather neglected area.41 
This gap in the scholarly literature can be partly explained by the fact that, while 
the regime secured a firm grip on press and radio, censorship on literature was more 
unpredictable and erratic, not least because reading was not such a widespread habit in 
                                                
 
36 Un passato scomodo: fascismo e postfascismo (Milan: Baldini Castoldi Dalai, 1999). 
37 Croce’s interpretation of Fascism is outlined in his Scritti e discorsi politici 1943-1947, 2 vols (Bari: 
Laterza, 1963). 
38Umberto Silva talks about ‘L’occultamento del problema politico, a favore della sua trascrizione 
storiografica’ in Ideologia e arte del fascismo (Milan: Mazzotta, 1973), p. 12. 
39 See the groundbreaking work of Simonetta Falasca Zamponi, Fascist Spectacle: The Aesthetics of Power 
in Mussolini's Italy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). 
40 See, among others, Victoria De Grazia, How Fascism Ruled Women: Italy, 1920-1945 (Berkeley, 
University of California Press, 1992) and Barbara Spackmann, Fascist Virilities: Rhetoric, Ideology, and 
Social Fantasy in Italy (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996). 
41 Among the few studies focusing on the literary production during Fascism, see Michele Giocondi and 
Luciano Zuccoli, Lettori in camicia nera: narrativa di successo nell’Italia fascista (Messina: G. D’Anna, 
1978) and Gigliola De Donato and Vanna Gazzola Stacchini, I best seller del ventennio: Il regime e il Iibro 
di massa (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1991). 
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Italy.42 Moreover, Fascism itself had an ambiguous attitude with regards to the creation of 
an official ‘State art’ and a purely Fascist literature.43 
For these reasons, attempts to identify a coherent body of texts which can be 
classified under the label of ‘Fascist literature’ would serve little or no purpose. There 
were individual authors, such as D’Annunzio or Papini, whose works were celebrated as 
examples of Fascist creativity, but they never formed a coherent or harmonious corpus. 
However, I believe it is both possible and useful to investigate the cultural and political 
dynamics underlying the production and re-production of literature in a given historical 
context. In this respect, books for children, as a point of intersection between culture, 
ideology, and poetics, can shed light on Fascism as a producer of culture, and the way in 
which it was engaged in a continuous process of rewriting, where elements of 
conservation and innovation were closely interwoven.  
 2.4 Translation 
As mentioned above, this thesis relies on a broad concept of translation, covering a 
variety of literary practices that have in common a ‘derivative’ status. According to Juan 
Sager, a translation is ‘a derived document which maintains a certain degree of similarity 
of content with its source document’,44 but it is transposed into a different language. The 
                                                
 
42 Phillip V. Cannistraro explores this, and other aspects of Fascist censorship, in La Fabbrica del 
Consenso. Fascismo e mass media (Bari: Laterza, 1975). 
43 In offering an overview of the discussion on the question of ‘State art’, Ruth Ben-Ghiat states that, while 
intellectuals were eager to denounce what Fascist art should not be, they ‘proved reluctant to enunciate 
positive guideline’. In Fascist Modernities: Italy 1922-1945 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2001). The absence of official guidelines also attracted criticism, as we can see from an editorial article 
appeared in the architects’ journal Costruzioni-Casabella, where we read: ‘Esiste oggi un disagio spirituale 
nel campo dell’arte […] Il sintomo più eloquente di questo disagio è rappresentato […] dalla incertezza 
della vita ideale e materiale degli artisti, per cui ancor oggi non si conosce con precisione né con sufficiente 
chiarezza qual è il pensiero dello Stato fascista nella questione dell’arte contemporanea. Questo equivoco 
perdura ed è in piena contraddizione con tutte le caratteristiche dello Stato totalitario.’ Reproduced in 
Giuseppe Pagano, Architettura e città durante il fascismo (Jacka Book: Milan, 2008), p. 55.  
44 Juan C. Sager, Language Engineering and Translation: Consequences of Automation (Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins, 1994), p. 117. 
  
19 
present study both extends and problematizes Sager’s notion to include other literary 
forms of recreation. The definition given by Roman Jacobson in his influential essay ‘On 
Linguistic Aspects of Translation’45 is particularly useful, since the author describes 
translation as a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, which comprises: intralingual 
translation or rewording (which can also be intertemporal, when a text is translated into a 
different temporal context); interlingual translation or ‘translation proper’; intersemiotic 
translation or transmutation.  
The notion of translation I use is also informed by the notion of rewriting which, 
first developed by André Lefevere, has assumed a central role in the discipline known as 
Descriptive Translation Studies. Starting with the claim that ‘translation is not primarily 
about language. Rather, language as the expression (and repository) of a culture is one 
element in the cultural transfer known as translation’,46 Lefevere shows how the concept 
of rewriting is more suitable to account for all those practices of translation which do not 
fall into the narrow category of ‘translation proper’. Moving from the assumption that 
any translation is essentially an act of rewriting, I use different terms to describe 
phenomena that are motivated by different intentions. The term ‘translation’ is employed 
to describe the intention to create a new text that reproduces the communicative clues of 
the ST. The term ‘rewriting’, on the other hand, refers to the intention to produce an 
entirely new literary text that is only inspired by, or alluding to, a pre-existing work. It is 
worth emphasising that, as the analysis of the case studies will show, the boundaries 
between such categories of linguistic recreation are often blurred and overlapping. 
My methodological approach is posited in a view of translation as a 
fundamentally creative, rather than merely re-creative, process. In this regard, crucial to 
                                                
 
45 Roman Jacobson, ‘On Linguistic Aspects of Translation’, in On Translation, ed. by Reuben Brower 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1959), pp. 232-33. 
46 Gideon Toury, Descriptive Translation Studies and Beyond (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1995), p. 35. 
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my analysis is also the notion of translation as an act of manipulation. Introducing the 
collection of essays The Manipulation of Literature (1985), Theo Hermans claimed that: 
‘From the point of view of the target literature, all translation implies a certain degree of 
manipulation of the source text for a certain purpose’.47 The new awareness that, in 
translation, meaning is not simply reproduced, but rather transformed, also had the effect 
of empowering translators. The latter started to be considered as active agents, emerging 
from the invisibility they had long suffered. Related to this new or renewed visibility is 
also the notion of translator as writer,48 as well as the recent development of a sociology 
of translation, laying emphasis on translators as social agents.49 Such a cultural-
sociological perspective is especially valuable to my investigation of the Fascist context, 
since it provides us with the tools to examine the social and historical dimension of 
translation.  
In view of these recent methodological developments in the field of Descriptive 
Translation Studies, my research aims to contribute to the growing understanding of 
translation as both a linguistic and a social phenomenon. The variety and gradations of 
practices of translation and rewriting considered are the result of an intentional attempt to 
interrogate the traditional notion of translation, and challenge the boundaries between 
translation and original writing. At the same time, translators and rewriters are 
investigated both in their professional profile and in their social positioning in relation to 
the centres of power and prevailing values.  
                                                
 
47 Theo Hermans, The Manipulation of Literature: Studies in Literary Translation (New York: St. Martin's, 
1985), p. 11. 
48 See especially The Translator as Writer, ed. by Susan Bassnett and Peter Bush (London: Continuum, 
2006). 
49 Constructing a Sociology of Translation, ed. by Michaela Wolf and Alexandra Fukari (Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins, 2007); Agents of Translation, ed. by John Milton and Paul F. Bandia (Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins, 2009). 
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By looking at the different modes and functions of translations and rewritings 
under Fascism, my research situates itself within a larger set of studies concerned with 
the ideological implications of translation, as an activity located at the intersection 
between cultural forms of expressions and socio-political identity.50 The question of 
‘How translators actualize prevailing attitudes towards Otherness’51 is analysed within a 
context – that of Fascism – where the voice of the Other represented a threat to identity, 
but could also be appropriated and exploited as a means for self-narration, through 
strategies of neutralization and assimilation. My work therefore aims to enter into a 
dialogue with studies on translation during Fascism published in recent years, in 
particular those by Christopher Rundle, Francesca Billiani and Valerio Ferme. At the 
same time, it attempts to provide a new perspective on the issues at stake, by focusing on 
children’s literature as a genre where the notion of ‘Otherness’, as already noted, takes on 
multiple meanings.  
The macro-analysis of the cultural and literary environment and the textual 
analysis of a number of selected case studies should be regarded as complementary and 
mutually enriching. On a broader level, polysystem theory provides a useful framework 
for investigating children’s literature in relation to the wider polysystem of the social and 
cultural context of Fascism. This theory, originally elaborated by Russian literary 
theorists, has received considerable attention from translation scholars since the mid-
1970s. Its implications for the study of translated literature are most authoritatively 
                                                
 
50 See the seminal work of Lawrence Venuti, in particular The Scandals of Translation. Towards an Ethics 
of Difference (London: Routledge, 1998) and Maria Tymoczko, Translation in a Postcolonial Context. 
Early Irish Literature in English (Manchester, St. Jerome, 1999). See also the collection of essays by María 
Calzada Pérez, ed., Apropos of Ideology: Translation Studies on Ideology-ideologies in Translation Studies 
(Manchester: St. Jerome, 2003). 
51 Sherry Simon, Gender in Translation. Cultural Identity and the Politics of Transmission (London: 
Routledge, 1996) p. 130. 
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expressed in Itamar Even-Zohar’s ‘Polysystem Studies’.52 What made this approach 
particularly relevant to translation studies was that a ‘range of traditionally neglected 
texts and forms’53, such as translations, especially of non-canonical texts, were finally 
included in a scholarly investigation of the literary system. Moreover, this new 
descriptive, target-oriented perspective on translation played a key role in inspiring 
important developments in the field, such as Gideon Toury’s concept of norms, (seen as 
‘socio-cultural constraints’),54 which is extremely useful for observing and describing 
actual translational behaviour.   
According to polysystem theory, the subsystem of translated literature – like other 
‘minor’ systems, such as that of children’s literature – is normally relegated to the 
periphery of the literary system, and, as a consequence, it is likely to be governed by 
conservative cultural norms. There are some cases, however, when translations acquire a 
more pivotal position. For instance, in younger nations, translated works can play a 
central role in shaping the centre of the polysystem, thus affecting the native production. 
During Fascism, the situation was complicated by the fact that if, on the one hand, 
literature in translation was criticised by the regime for its potentially corrupting effects 
and confined to the margins of the literary discourse, on the other, it had great importance 
as a publishing phenomenon, as well as representing a vital source of inspiration for 
Italian writers. As a consequence, while being considered ‘peripheral’ in the official 
literary discourse, translations played a central role in Italian culture, as it is evident from 
their significant, long lasting effects on Italian literature.  
                                                
 
52 In ‘Polysystem Theory’, Poetics Today, 11.1 (1990), Itamar Even-Zohar expands and revises some of his 
articles, which had appeared in the preceding years. Especially worth mentioning is his ground-breaking 
essay ‘The Position of Translated Literature within the Literary Polysystem’ in Literature and Translation: 
New Perspectives in Literary Studies, ed. by James S. Holmes, José Lambert, and Raymond van den 
Broeck (Leuven: Acco, 1978), pp. 117-27.  
53 Theo Hermans, Translation in Systems (Manchester: St Jerome, 1999), p. 118. 
54 Gideon Toury, Descriptive Translation, p. 54. 
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Already in the 1970s, and progressively over the 1990s, the limitations of 
polysystem theory were variously discussed and exposed by scholars. In particular, 
polysystem theory has been criticised for not considering the underlying causes that allow 
one literary model to become dominant at a given time, as well as for its inability to 
account for changes in norms and practices of translation. As Pierre Bourdieu argued: 
 
It is not possible to consider the cultural order as a system totally independent of the 
actors and institutions that put it into practice and bring it into existence: if only 
because there does not seem any way to account for this arbitrarily isolated and 
thereby dehistoricized universe unless we endow it with an immanent propensity for 
autotransformation.55 
 
In his view, the most problematic aspect of the Russian Formalist conceptual thinking 
consisted in locating ‘the dynamic principle of this system in the textual system itself’.56  
With the so-called ‘cultural turn’ in translation studies, scholars such as Susan 
Bassnett, André Lefevere and Maria Tymoczko began to place emphasis on ‘the way 
translations are chosen and function in a literary system’.57 Similarly, other translation 
theorists, in particular Theo Hermans58 and Daniel Simeoni,59 shifted the focus of the 
discipline from translation as a product, reflecting the norms and values of the target 
system, to translation as a process, carried out by translators as members of a socio-
cultural context.   
                                                
 
55 Pierre Bordieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. by Richard Nice (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977), p. 543. 
56 Pierre Bordieu, ‘Flaubert’s Point of View’, trans. by Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson, Critical Inquiry 
14.3 (1988), 539-62, (p. 543). 
57 Edwin Gentzler, Contemporary Translation Theories (Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 2001), p. 119. 
58 Hermans, Translation in System. 
59 Daniel Simeoni, ‘The Pivotal Status of the Translator’s Habitus’, Target, 10.1 (1998), 1-39. 
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In recent times, translation scholars have adopted Bourdieu’s social theories,60 
together with other methodologies and research techniques coming from the field of 
sociology, in order to investigate translation as a social practice and translators as 
‘socially constructing and constructed subject(s)’.61 The sociology of translation offers a 
valuable theoretical framework to investigate and describe the extra-textual forces and 
agencies involved in the process of translation during Fascism. In this respect, the notion 
of ‘patronage’, as elaborated by André Lefevere, is particularly useful to analyse the close 
correlation between culture, politics, and literature characterizing the Fascist regime.62 
Another fundamental contribution to the study of translation as a social practice 
embedded in and shaped by the structures of power, is represented by Mona Baker’s 
narrative theory, already mentioned above. In Baker’s view, narratives are seen as 
ideological in their configuration, but also inherently dynamic and open to negotiation 
and change.63 This kind of perspective can provide useful insights into the dynamics of 
cultural production during Fascism, and, in particular, into children’s literature as a space 
for self-representation and identity negotiation.  
It is important to consider, however, that the complex dynamics underlying the 
relationships between culture, politics and economy were not merely the result of the 
regime’s oppressive policy. Referring to the cultural landscape of Italy during Fascism, 
David Forgacs rightly observes that ‘cultural policy is formed not simply out of directives 
from above but out of a complex horizontal interplay between these interests’.64 A 
                                                
 
60 Besides the aforementioned article by Simeoni, ‘The Pivotal Status’, see the special issue of The 
Translator on ‘Bourdieu and the Sociology of Translation and Interpreting’ 11.2 (2005), and the volume 
edited by Michaela Wolf and Alexandra Fukari, Constructing a Sociology. 
61 Wolf and Fukari, Constructing a Sociology, p. 3. 
62 André Lefevere, Translation, Rewriting and the Manipulation of Literary Fame (London: Routledge, 
1992). 
63 See especially Baker, ‘Narratives in and of Translation’. 
64 David Forgacs, Italian Culture in the Industrial Era, 1880-1980: Cultural Industries, Politics, and the 
Public (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990), p. 56. 
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sociological framework is especially useful to analyse the interplay between the different 
forces involved in the production of culture, and the power relations between them. 
French sociologist Bruno Latour rejects structuralist conceptions of power as autonomous 
and self-contained, suggesting instead a ‘translation’ model, where: 
 
[T]he initial force does not count for more than any other; force is never transmitted 
in its entirety and no matter what happened earlier, it can stop at any time, depending 
on the action of the person next along the chain; again, instead of a passive medium 
through which the force is exerted, there are active members, shaping and changing 
the token as it is moved.65 
 
We can see how a sociological perspective of this kind can provide a fuller, more 
comprehensive perspective on the question of Fascism, cultural production and 
representation. Placing emphasis on the agents of translation, and on the different types of 
mediation at stake (either linguistic, cultural or ideological), such an approach is 
particularly useful in investigating the position of translators, publishers, critics, and 
educators, at a time when the political implications of children’s literature were 
particularly evident. 
                                                
 
65 Bruno Latour, ‘The powers of association’ in John Law, ed., Power, Action and Belief  (London, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986), pp. 264-80, 268. 
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2.5 Children’s Literature 
Karin Lesnik-Oberstein describes children’s literature as:  ‘books which are good for 
children, and most particularly good in terms of emotional and moral values’.66 Such a 
definition is particularly useful, because it highlights the relativity of the concept of 
‘children’s literature’, and the fact that it is a socio-culturally determined category.  
As my case studies will show, however, not all books for children are expected to 
be morally edifying. The notion of children’s literature emerging from the works I will 
analyse is that of a markedly heterogeneous body of texts and translation practices, whose 
variety reflects that of its readers. As such, books for children can perform different 
functions, as long as they are regarded as suitable for young readers, and, to some degree, 
useful (e.g. to enhance their reading skills, to instruct them, entertain them, etc.). These 
books are, however, necessarily informed by socially constructed notions of childhood, 
which become particularly visible when a text is translated across time and space, or 
rewritten to serve new purposes. Critics have regarded writing and translating for children 
as activities which expose the social and cultural norms of the society in which they take 
place.67 While the majority of scholars have focused on the ways in which children’s 
literature reflects and reinforces dominant ideologies,68 others have also highlighted its 
subversive potential.69 This thesis aims to show how, in the translations and rewritings 
produced during Fascism, elements of resistance and compliance to dominant discourses 
were deeply interwoven. The analysis of case studies will clearly demonstrate how what 
                                                
 
66 ‘Defining Children’s Literature and Childhood’ in Peter Hunt, International Companion Encyclopaedia 
of Children’s Literature (London: Routledge, 1996), pp- 17-31 (p. 17). 
67 See Riita Oittinen’s essay ‘No Innocent Act: On the Ethics of Translating for Children’ in Children's 
Literature in Translation: Challenges and Strategies, ed. by Jan Van Coillie and Walter P Verschueren 
(Manchester: St. Jerome, 2006), pp. 35-45. 
68 Terry Eagleton talks about how children’s literature reflects dominant structures of power in Criticism 
and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literary Theory (London: Verso, 1976). 
69 See in particular Jack Zipe’s work on fairy tales, Breaking the Magic Spell: Radical Theories of Folk and 
Fairy Tales Fairy Tales (London: Routledge, 1992). 
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is commonly referred to as ‘dominant ideology’ is not a coherent or historically stable 
category, but rather a dynamic and evolving entity, were different narratives clash and 
merge. 
In the late twentieth century, scholars in children’s literature started investigating 
the distinctive features of translating for children,70 almost exclusively in the context of 
‘translation proper’ (i.e. interlingual translation) and laying special emphasis on 
interlingual and intercultural shifts. Scholars, such as Shavit71 or Klingberg, have argued 
that if books for children are more freely adapted to the exigencies of the target context, 
this is mostly due to their educational purpose and their low literary status. By focusing 
on different types of practices located in the ‘grey area’ between translation and original 
writing, the following chapters aim to examine the multiple agencies involved at different 
stages in the process of mediation and re-creation of meaning. Our analysis will offer 
insights into the ways in which dominant ideologies are constructed, circulated, and 
conserved, but also challenged or interrogated, across linguistic, as well as cultural and 
temporal barriers. In this way, it will be possible to shed new light on the much-debated 
issue of ‘consent’ to the Fascist regime, by examining the pervasiveness and consistency 
of its narratives. 
3. Thesis Outline 
The following chapters are based on four case studies, covering a wide spectrum of 
practices of translation and rewriting. The variety of texts under discussion allows us to 
look at the translation of books for children during Fascism not only as an instance of 
domestication or assimilation, but rather as the result of a complex web of interests and 
                                                
 
70 Göte Klingberg, Children's Fiction in the Hands of Translators (Stockholm: CWK, 1986); Riita Oittinen, 
Translating for Children (New York: Garland, 2000); The Translation of Children’s Literature: A Reader, 
ed. by Gillian Lathey (Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 2006). 
71 Zohar Shavit, Poetics of Children’s Literature (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986). 
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agencies, operating both within and beyond the text. The study focuses on the 1930s, as a 
decade of contradictions, when literature in translation reached its peak of popularity, 
while at the same time racist and autarchic propaganda permeated every aspect of Italian 
life and had a pervasive impact on the educational system. Some earlier examples of 
translations will also be considered as they are useful for comparative purposes, 
especially for those works (such as Pinocchio) which have been frequently rewritten over 
time. The temporal span covered by the case studies, ranging from the late twenties to the 
late thirties, enables us to identify different attitudes towards translations as well as 
ideological priorities prevailing at different times within the regime in Fascist Italy. 
Instances of translation proper are considered alongside intralingual and intertemporal 
rewritings, thus revealing a complex and changeable scenario, where the Italian literary 
tradition and Italian national identity are negotiated, re-framed, but also resisted, resulting 
in complex cultural operations. 
The thesis is divided into four chapters, each devoted to the analysis of a case 
study. This is preceded by an opening chapter which provides a historical introduction to 
the study and supplies background information on children’s literature and translation 
during Fascism. 
Chapter Two examines some of the most significant Fascist rewritings of Carlo 
Collodi’s Pinocchio which appeared over the ventennio. My analysis focuses on how the 
rewriting of the national past is used as a legitimizing discursive practice, where a 
culturally iconic character, such as Pinocchio, is exploited to serve new ideological 
purposes. The dominant narratives circulated by the regime are examined in their 
elements of continuity and rupture, in relation to pre-existing ideological discourses.  
Chapter Three, on the other hand, is concerned with two Italian translations of the 
children’s classic Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll. As my analysis will show, the 
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novel was at odds with Fascist pedagogical principles, and was officially condemned by 
the regime in 1938. My analysis of the translations which were carried during the 1930s 
aims to offer insights into issues of negotiation and manipulation.  
Chapter Four focuses on the translation of American comics, which became very 
popular with readers over the 1930s, and yet were also heavily targeted by the regime’s 
censorship. By looking at two popular magazines of the time (Il Corriere dei Piccoli and 
L’Avventuroso), my analysis will focus on the theme of ‘race’ as it was translated, re-
framed and manipulated across foreign and domestic products.  
Finally, Chapter Five takes into consideration a popular literary format of the 
time, namely, book series for children. My analysis focuses on ‘La Scala d’Oro’, a highly 
successful series which presented Italian and foreign classics and traditional tales, 
rewritten by well-known Italian writers for children. Such blurring of boundaries between 
translation, adaptation, re-creation and other types of linguistic mediation is analysed, in 
particular, through the rewritings of James M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and Daniel Defoe’s 
Robinson Crusoe. 
The case studies presented range from the analysis of two individual works, to 
that of two magazines, and, finally, a book series, thus shifting from an ‘individual’ to a 
‘collective’ perspective. This progression allows us to better explore the range of possible 
forms and functions of translations and rewritings, as well as the different degree of 
(in)visibility72 of translators and other textual mediators. At the same time, the variety of 
case studies under review shows how, depending on the level of cultural capital enjoyed 
by the texts and their producers within the target context, different forms of promotion 
                                                
 
72Lawrence Venuti has drawn attention to the invisibility of translators in his The Translator’s Invisibility: 
a History of Translation (London: Routledge, 2008). 
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and self-legitimation were employed, which, in turn, affected strategies of translation and 
rewriting. 
By adopting an integrated perspective, which combines macro and micro-levels of 
analysis, translations and rewritings can be examined both in their sociological and 
literary dimensions. The macro-analysis, examining the agents of translation through a 
combined sociological and narrative theory approach, parallels and intertwines with the 
micro-analysis, which is aimed at tracing the translators’ voices in the translated texts,73 
as well as at assessing their position in relation to dominant cultural and political 
discourses. By looking at textual and extra-textual elements in a dialogic perspective, and 
by revealing patterns of congruence or discrepancy between the two, such an approach 
identifies children’s literature as a rich source for exposing the complex patterns of 
interactions between translation and Fascism. 
                                                
 
73 Theo Hermans, ‘The Translator's Voice in Translated Narrative’, Target, 8.1 (1998), 23-48. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Depicting Ambivalence: Fascism, Children’s Literature and 
Translation 
1. Imagined Child and Real Child 
 
The front cover of a recent volume on Fascism, Storia della cultura fascista by 
Alessandra Tarquini,1 portrays a young boy wearing shorts, a black, unbuttoned shirt and 
a black cap, which looks like a Fascist fez.2 With the protagonist caught in the act of 
throwing a stone, the image makes a clear reference to the Genoese boy, Giovan Battista 
Perasso nicknamed Balilla, who, according to the legend, in 1746 threw a stone at the 
occupying troops, sparking a popular insurrection against Austrian rulers.  
                                                
 
1 Alessandra Tarquini, Storia della cultura fascista (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2011). 
2 Felt hat with a tassel and a pin, worn by Balilla and Avanguardisti.  
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Figure 1 From the front cover of Alessandra Tarquini, Storia della cultura fascista (2011) 
 
It is not unusual to find this type of image in modern works dealing with Fascism. The 
political mobilization of children is considered as a fundamental feature of the regime, 
and one which is particularly revealing of its authoritarian essence.  From a scholarly 
perspective, the image of the child-hero, presented by the rhetoric of the regime as an 
integral part and a symbol of the Italian society, also shows how the foundational myths 
and symbols of Fascism were rooted in the Risorgimento. A clear example of this can be 
found precisely in the figure of Balilla, who gave his name to the Fascist para-military 
organization for boys aged 8 to 14. 
The theme of the militarization of childhood had already featured in war 
propaganda in support of the First World War. As argued by Antonio Gibelli, in his 
ground-breaking study on the public and private dimension of childhood from World War 
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I to Fascism, that was the first Italian war that needed to be justified and explained, in 
order to be accepted.3 The need to develop new strategies of communication which could 
reach the masses and win their support led to the ‘semplificazione e la riduzione 
all’essenziale, ossia a misura d’infanzia, dei temi su cui ruotano la propaganda e 
l’organizzazione del consenso’.4 If, on a rhetorical level, childhood served as a powerful 
mobilizing symbol, the employment of exceptionally young soldiers was a reality that 
propaganda needed to embellish and justify. The parallel between children and soldiers 
was reinforced by the numerous school projects, which encouraged pupils to correspond 
with young men at the front. The image of the child-hero was paralleled by that of the 
war orphan, which, as the war progressed, came to play a prominent role. Either as 
victims to be protected or soldiers in the making, children featured widely in propaganda 
and played a key role in the war narratives circulated before, during, and after the Great 
War. It is worth noting that, in exploiting childhood for propaganda purposes, Fascism 
did not create anything new; rather, it drew on themes and motifs which had been 
previously employed, at specific times in Italian history, to elicit a strong emotional 
response from people. However, its distinguishing feature lies in the fact that, contrary to 
previous movements, Fascism did not limit itself to exploiting childhood as a propaganda 
theme, but it made it a central element of its doctrine. This is especially evident if we 
consider the ‘myth of youth’, a vital component of Fascist ideology, which evolved 
throughout the ventennio leading to different political expressions. 
Historians, such as Ezio Santarelli5 or Emilio Gentile,6 have pointed out the 
difference between Fascism as a movement, as opposed to Fascism as a political regime. 
                                                
 
3 Gibelli, Il popolo bambino, p. 49. 
4 Ibid. 
5 See Ezio Santarelli, Storia del movimento e del regime Fascista (Rome: Editori Riuniti, 1967). 
6 Among his extensive and influential works on Fascism, see Emilio Gentile, Le origini. 
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Founded by Benito Mussolini in 1919, at a time of social and economic disruption 
produced by the recently ended war, the ‘Fasci Italiani di Combattimento’ received wide 
support from different social groups. Not surprisingly, the Fasci’s first and most 
aggressive components were war veterans, who organized themselves in squads and 
carried out punitive raids against dissidents. The revolutionary movement drew 
supporters from both rural and urban areas, and its commitment to modernization also 
appealed to entrepreneurs and middle-class groups. The liberal government was far too 
weak to defend itself, in a situation of widespread popular discontent, where even the 
military forces, instead of restoring law and order, often took the side of Fascist 
squadristi. The latter adopted as their anthem the song ‘Giovinezza’,7 which was also to 
become the official anthem of the ‘Partito Nazionale Fascista’, formed by Benito 
Mussolini in 1921. The refrain, ‘Giovinezza, Giovinezza – primavera di bellezza’, 
presented spring as a metaphor for the resurrection and spiritual blossoming of Italian 
society under Mussolini’s rule, following the ‘dark times’ of the Liberal government.8  
Once he had consolidated his position, Mussolini needed to legitimize Fascism as 
a long-term political project. The revolutionary origins were played down, in favour of a 
more conservative stance, which resulted in the alliance with conservative social and 
economic forces. Fascism as a regime placed strong emphasis on the necessity to 
subordinate individuals to the State, through the affirmation of values such as personal 
sacrifice, discipline and self-control. Historians have frequently highlighted how the 
mythology surrounding the figure of the Duce was a fundamental unifying feature of 
Fascism, whose ideology was otherwise multifaceted and diverse. We may add that the 
foundational ‘myth of youth’ was another central element which, from its revolutionary 
                                                
 
7 Music by Giuseppe Blanc, lyrics by Salvatore Gotta. 
8 It should be noted that Mussolini himself was exceptionally young: he became Prime Minister at the age of 39, 
the youngest Prime Minister Italy has ever had. 
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origins and throughout the evolution of the regime, was closely associated to Mussolini’s 
ambition of creating a ‘new Italian man’. Talking about Nazi propaganda and ideology, 
Ian Craig has shown how childhood gave symbolic cohesion to a project of national and 
spiritual renovation, as it embodied continuity through renewal.9 Similarly, in the case of 
Italian Fascism, the theme of childhood and its political representations played a key role 
in the passage between ‘movement’ and ‘regime’. Through the myth of youth, the latter 
could absorb vitalistic, revolutionary forces, and channel them into a project of 
maturation and political stability. Starting from the school year 1930-31, a standard 
textbook was introduced in all primary schools, in line with the belief that: ‘il libro deve 
essere profondamente educativo ed inquadrarsi perfettamente nel clima storico, in cui e di 
cui la nazione vive’.10 
As members of a category with a fundamental social and symbolic importance, 
children needed to be indoctrinated with and shaped by the Fascist system of values. In 
this context, school acquired a central role, as the institution traditionally responsible for 
transforming children into citizens. The first educational reform was carried out by  the 
philosopher Emilio Gentile (appointed Minister of Public Instruction) in 1923, with the 
declared aim of reproducing in school the ideology and power of the Fascist state.11 
Defined by Mussolini as ‘la più fascista delle riforme’, Gentile’s reform turned out to be 
in some respects inadequate in bringing about an in-depth transformation of the 
educational system. This led to numerous ‘ritocchi’ or corrections to the original 
programme, which starting in 1929, continued throughout the 1930s. The main aspects of 
Gentile’s reform can be identified in the emphasis on Catholic religious instruction, 
                                                
 
9 Ian Craig, Children's Classics Under Franco.  
10 From the ‘Relazione della commissione ministeriale’, 4 October 1927, in Anna Ascenzi and Roberto 
Sani, Il libro per la scuola tra idealismo e fascismo (Milan: Vita e Pensiero, 2005), p. 666. 
11 Gabriele Turi, Giovanni Gentile: una biografia (Florence: Giunti, 1995). 
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compulsorily taught in all elementary schools; the notion of an ‘ethical state, as a moral, 
religious and social entity to which individuals ought to be subject, and the devaluation of 
technical and scientific knowledge in favour of humanistic disciplines, which were 
awarded higher status. This last aspect was particularly criticised for not meeting the 
needs of the Italian economy. 
However, as pointed out by Tracy Koon in her study of the policies of youth 
education during Fascism, ‘The really important changes in the Italian school system 
under fascism […] were changes not so much in structure or administration as in spirit’.12 
The new militaristic and nationalistic spirit of Italian school was especially evident from 
the way the regime’s rhetoric permeated every aspect of the school life. For instance, 
notebooks’ covers often resembled propagandistic postcards, portraying the main themes 
of the regime’s propaganda at different political stages.13 The second and last Fascist 
reform of the school system was implemented in 1939. Giuseppe Bottai, then Minister of 
Education, issued a ‘Carta della Scuola’, imposing a clear-cut division between ‘scuole 
medie’, which gave access to university, and technical schools, offering vocational 
training. Moreover, as already mentioned, since 1930 a single textbook had been imposed 
in the first and second grades of all primary schools.  If we consider that, from 1929 and 
1931 respectively, both school teachers and university professors had to swear loyalty to 
the king and the Fascist regime, we can see how Fascism progressively intensified its 
control of the national school system. 
Notwithstanding the regime’s efforts however, a complete ‘fascistization’ of 
Italian schools was never accomplished. Monica Giuffré describes schoolbooks as 
‘potenti veicoli di continuità, attraverso cui il passato più o meno remoto ha potuto 
                                                
 
12 Koon, Believe, Obey, Fight, p. 34. 
13 Antonio Gibelli, ‘Il regime illustrato e il popolo bambino’ in Dizionario del Fascismo, ed. by Victoria    
De Grazia and Sergio Luzzatto (Turin: Einaudi, 2002), I, pp. 262-263. 
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tracimare oltre le profonde cesure politico-istituzionali’.14 This is especially evident if we 
consider the difficulties writers and intellectuals of the regime encountered when trying 
to break away from the nineteenth-century tradition and produce a truly Fascist textbook. 
In their well-documented investigation of school books from the unification of Italy to 
the end of Fascism, Bagigalupi and Fossati argue that teachers’ and educators’ consent to 
the regime was sometimes only apparent, and, on the whole, not as consistent as 
described in official propaganda.15 
On the other hand, Fascist youth organizations were a direct emanation of the 
regime, which aimed to control children’s free time through structured, organized and 
supervised activities. The latter were coordinated by the Opera Nazionale Balilla (ONB). 
Created in 1926, it was composed of four groups: ‘Balilla’, for boys aged 8 to 14 and 
‘Avanguardisti’, for boys aged 14 to 18; ‘Piccole Italiane’, for girls aged 8 to 14 and 
‘Giovani Italiane’, for girls aged 14 to 18. From 1937, the ONB was replaced by the 
‘Gioventù Italiana del Littorio’ (GIL), which maintained a similar structure while also 
being more closely supervised by the State Party, PNF. Working together with the formal 
instruction provided by the school, these groups offered physical and moral education, 
with a special emphasis on military training. Through the use of badges, uniforms, and 
other insignia, they fostered a sense of belonging and collective identity, where children 
were actively involved in the rituals of the regime.  
In many respects, Fascist youth organizations were a distinctively Fascist product, 
as shown by the choreographed exhibitions, the slogans, and the parades, which 
characterised their activity, while at the same time revealing ‘Mussolini’s aesthetic 
                                                
 
14 Monica Galfré, Il regime degli editori. Libri, scuola e fascismo (Bari: Laterza, 2005), p. 194. 
15 Bagigalupi and Fossati, Da plebe a popolo.  
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conception of politics’.16 However, many of the themes and symbols employed by the 
ONB, and later by GIL, were rooted in Italy’s history and tradition. An example of this 
can be found in the character of the ‘monello’. A traditional figure in Italian children’s 
literature, it was appropriated by Fascist rhetoric, and presented as the ‘unruly child’ who 
needs to be disciplined, and whose energies can be usefully channelled in the service of 
the regime. It is not by chance that the image of Balilla mentioned above, where a young 
boy is just about to throw a rock, had a strong iconic appeal and lent itself to ideological 
manipulation. Moreover, Fascist youth organizations shared similar features with, as well 
as having an antecedent in, the Catholic Boy Scouts, who also offered training for 
children, with an emphasis on physical education and group spirit. The constant friction 
between the two organizations led to the ONB imposing its monopoly on youth 
education; in 1927 the Scout movement was forced to dissolve in communes with less 
than 20.000 inhabitants, in order to avoid competition with Fascist organizations.17 
Besides developing strategies aimed at the political indoctrination of children, 
Fascist ideology and propaganda also relied on the symbolic implications of childhood to 
address a mass audience of mixed ages. For instance, the rhetorical theme of the heroic 
child mentioned above had a two-fold effect: on the one hand, it served the nationalist 
cause, by providing a powerful symbol of a nation which is worth fighting for, as well as 
protecting. On the other, images of heroic infants exerted considerable fascination on real 
children, who, through para-military activities and other products designed for them, such 
                                                
 
16 Falasca-Zamponi, Fascist Spectacle, p. 16. 
17 Adrian Lyttelton, The Seizure of Power: Fascism in Italy, 1919-1929 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1988), p. 380. 
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as books, cartoons, toys,18 were seduced by the regime’s propaganda, leading to early 
‘adultization’.  
 Fascist propaganda often addressed adults through strategies of infantilization. 
This is particularly evident if we look at the language employed by Mussolini in his 
political speeches, as a language completely devoid of informative content that aimed to 
stir people into action.19 Expressed in simplified forms, mainly through slogans, 
postcards, images and cartoons, the political messages of the regime were designed to 
elicit an emotional response, rather than an informed commitment from the public. On the 
one hand, we can see how the creation of what was first defined by Carlo Rosselli as ‘la 
fabbrica del consenso’20 was informed by a didactic purpose. Mussolini had initially 
worked as a school teacher, and his objective to ‘make the Italians’ put him in a position 
where any political action was comparable to ‘un gesto didattico per la formazione 
dell’uomo nuovo’.21 His correctional pedagogy was based on an idea of Italian people as 
uneducated, unruly masses, similar, in all respects, to children. On the other hand, the 
way in which Fascist propaganda addressed the child within the adult, and the adult 
within the child, is a typical advertising strategy of modern, capitalist mass society, 
exploited for the first time for political purposes.22 
                                                
 
18 See the document ‘Giuochi per Balilla e Piccole Italiane’, published by the Comando Federale of the 
Gioventù Italiana del Littorio (G.I.L.) in 1939 and reproduced in Maria Pia Musso, Il "gioco" e il fascismo: 
il ruolo dell'ideologia nelle esperienze del ludico durante il Ventennio (Rome: Aracne, 2005), pp. 186-192.  
19Augusto Simonini, Il Linguaggio di Mussolini (Milan: Bompiani, 2004). 
20 In his notes for a ‘Giustizia e Libertà’ meeting, Rosselli writes: ‘Il carattere supremamente ripugnante 
della dittatura moderna fascista non consiste nell’impiego della forza e nella soppressione della libertà – 
fenomeni, questi, propri a tutte le tirannie – ma nella fabbrica del consenso, nel servilismo attivo che essa 
pretende dai sudditi’, cited in Nicola Tranfaglia, ‘Carlo Rosselli e l’Antifascismo’ in Istituto Storico della 
Resistenza in Toscana, ‘Giustizia e Libertà’ nella lotta antifascista e nella storia di Italia (Florence: Le 
Monnier, 1978), pp. 188-196 (p. 192). 
21 Gibelli, Il popolo, p. 231 
22 Massimiliano Bucchi refers to Fascism as the first mass advertising campaign, where political messages 
were conveyed in a ‘Linguaggio vicino a quello pubblicitario, più che politico’. In ‘Comunicazione e 
società nelle cartoline e nei manifesti di propaganda fascista 1935-1942’ in Immagini e retorica di regime, 
ed. by Attilio Brilli and Francesca Chielli (Milan: Motta, 2001), pp. 55-57 (p. 56). 
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 In this regard, another distinctive feature of Fascism and its relationship with the 
masses can be found, as Gibelli claims, ‘nella capacità e nella propensione a 
raccontarsi’.23 The author points out how the Duce had a special talent for constructing 
narratives ‘non necessariamente reali, ma belle’,24 through which his doctrine was widely 
circulated with the intent to manipulate public opinion. 
Considering these facts, it hardly comes as a surprise that Fascism regarded 
children’s literature as a powerful tool for propaganda and indoctrination. Not only were 
books for children usually mediated by adults, thus having a high visibility in the 
household, but their intrinsically educational nature also made them particularly suitable 
to serve propaganda purposes. For these reasons, books for children provided a means for 
broadcasting the dominant narratives circulated by the regime in a simple, effective, 
accessible way. 
The potential of children’s literature was soon recognized by the regime, which 
elaborated slogans such as ‘libro e moschetto, fascista perfetto’. The phrase is explained 
in the section ‘Libro e moschetto’ of the ‘Consuntivo ufficiale pubblicazione nazionale’ 
(1928), where we read: ‘Dobbiamo costruire, preparare, formare, educare. Tutti gli 
insegnamenti che, per la ricchezza di avvenimenti, ci furono dati da questo magnifico 
squarcio di storia recente sono implicitamente contenuti nel motto simbolico: Libro e 
Moschetto.’25 Despite the regime’s declared intentions, the creation of a genuinely Fascist 
literature for children proved to be very problematic. There are several reasons for this. 
First, we need to consider the problems surrounding the creation of a Fascist culture, 
which, as we have seen, was a goal never completely achieved. Second, and not least, 
                                                
 
23 Antonio Gibelli, ‘Il regime illustrato’, p. 263 
24 Ibid. 
25 Reproduced in Antonella Randazzo, L’Africa del Duce. I crimini fascisti in Africa (Varese: Arterigere, 
2008), p. 94. 
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children’s literature as a genre heavily relied on traditional stories, and as such was 
informed by pre-Fascist discourses, which did not reflect the new system of values. For 
these reasons, before looking at the ways in which Fascism affected the composite 
landscape of children’s literature, it will be useful to explore the definition of the genre, 
and its characteristics. 
2. Children’s Literature 
 
Among the countless definitions of children’s literature, particularly relevant to our 
analysis is the notion that books for children constitute the only body of texts to be 
determined by their audience. O’Sullivan identifies the key difference between children’s 
and adult literature in the fact that the former is ‘written or adapted specifically for 
children by adults’.26 Similarly, other scholars (such as Leisnik-Oberstein27 and Hunt28) 
have focused on audience as a distinguishing (yet not easily definable) feature of 
children’s literature. By looking at how social structures and power relationships are 
reflected in children’s literature, this section will highlight some aspects of books for 
children which are particularly interesting to consider in relation to Fascism. 
In her study on children’s literature produced under the Soviet Union, Felicity 
O’Dell states: ‘The political system and social organization of a society will, to varying 
degrees of explicitness, be reflected in the society’s children’s literature’.29 As the author 
                                                
 
26 Among others, Emer O’ Sullivan gives this definition in Comparative Children’s Literature (London: 
Routledge, 2009), p. 12. 
27Karin Lebsnik-Oberstein, ‘Essentials: What is Children’s Literature? What is Childhood?’ in 
Understanding Children's Literature: Key Essays from the International Companion Encyclopedia of 
Children's Literature, ed. by Peter Hunt (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 15-29. 
28 Especially: Literature for Children: Contemporary Criticism (London: Routledge, 1992). 
29 Felicity O’Dell, Socialisation Through Children’s Literature: The Soviet Example (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1978), p. 5. 
  
42 
goes on to say, this is true irrespectively of the functions attached to children’s literature 
by a given society: 
 
We can expect a study of the children’s literature of a particular time or place to 
reveal much about the values and nature of the society which produced it, even if the 
society’s authorities do not deliberately use children’s literature to didactic ends.30  
 
The self-referential element of children’s literature, as a genre which functions both as a 
mirror and as a model for society, derives from the fact that these books provide ideal 
models of behaviour, aiming to socialize children and shape their worldviews. Scholars 
have pointed out how Fascism was engaged in a constant project of self-narration, which 
was imposed on the public through propaganda, indoctrination and coercion. It follows 
that the relationship between the regime and the masses relied on a clear power 
imbalance, where the latter were assumed to be essentially irrational and in need of 
discipline and control.31 Children’s literature is informed by a similarly asymmetrical 
relation of power, inasmuch as it is written and published by adults, but intended for the 
vulnerable and much more fragile social category of children. As Jacqueline Rose claims: 
‘There is, in one sense, no body of literature which rests so openly on an acknowledged 
difference, a rupture almost between writer and addressee’.32 By using children’s 
literature as a privileged channel for indoctrination, Fascism exploited the power 
imbalance inherent in the genre for political purposes. At the same time, as Ian Craig 
noted with regards to Francoist Spain: ‘all literature is considered literature for children 
                                                
 
30 Ibid. 
31 Mussolini claimed: ‘La moltitudine la conosco. Dissi sempre che è femmina’, referring to the ‘masses’ as 
emotional and in need of a strong male ruler. Cit. in Yvon de Begnac, Palazzo Venezia. Storia di un regime 
(Rome: La Rocca, 1950), p. 295.  
32 Rose, The Case of Peter Pan, p. 68 
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under such a regime’,33 meaning that authoritarian regimes adopt a paternalistic attitude 
towards adult and child readers alike, who need to be shielded from unsuitable materials 
through censorship, as well as indoctrinated through propaganda.  
The complex audience of books for children has been investigated by Zohar 
Shavit, who has developed the notion of the ‘ambiguous status of the addressee’34 in 
children’s literature. According to Shavit, books for children ‘must appeal to the child 
reader and the adult, who is regarded in culture both as superior to the child and as 
responsible for deciding what is appropriate reading material for the child’.35 As we have 
already seen, Fascism exploited the dual addressee typical of children’s literature, mixing 
languages and blurring boundaries between stories for children and for adults, in order to 
achieve effective communication across a broad audience. 
From what has been observed above, one might assume that literature for children 
was held in high regard by the Fascist regime, which was keen to exploit it as a 
propaganda tool, and to make it an extension of its educational system. However, the 
complexities and the contradictions of children’s literature, combined with specific 
aspects relating to the history of the genre in Italy, made this very difficult. Since its 
emergence as a distinctive literary genre,36 children’s literature has been mainly 
conceptualized in relation to its essential role in the development of literacy, but also in 
forming national consciousness in children. At the same time, the literary value of 
                                                
 
33 Ian Craig, ‘Translation and the Authoritarian Regime’ in Peter R. Bush and Kirsten Malmkjær, 
Rimbaud’s Rainbow: Literary Translation in Higher Education (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 1988), pp. 
157-70 (p. 159). 
34 Shavit, Poetics, p. 93. 
35 Ibid. 
36 In Italy, the emergence of children’s literature coincides with the unification of the country. The most 
significant example of the period is represented by Luigi Parravicini’s Giannettino. Published in 1837 with 
the significant caption: ‘letture pe' fanciulli e pel popolo’, it inaugurated a genre of didactic children’s 
literature and it is considered to be: ‘lo specchio più fedele del fervore pedagogico di un’epoca, delle sue 
esigenze pratiche, del suo concetto di educazione e dei suoi programmi di ordine formativo’. Aldo Cibaldi, 
Storia della letteratura per l’infanzia e l’adolescenza (Brescia: La Scuola Editrice, 1985), p. 153.  
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children’s books is often deemed to be subordinate to their educational qualities, which 
results in children’s literature being culturally marginal. As Sandra Beckett claims, ‘Any 
field of culture whose autonomy is undermined is less appreciated by the comprehensive 
cultural system’.37 Beckett goes on to argue that: ‘The need to be evaluated and 
appreciated by a different group of readers than the official addressee of children’s 
literature ultimately results in lowering the status of children’s literature, as compared to 
adults’ literature’.38 This inner tension can be referred to as the paradox of children’s 
literature, as a body of texts which are acknowledged to play a key role in either 
perpetuating or challenging existing social structures, while at the same time being 
relegated to the fringe of official culture.  
2.1 Fascist Literature for Fascist Children ? 
During Fascism, these contradictions led to a situation in which, despite its pivotal role in 
shaping the ‘New Italians’, children’s literature maintained a peripheral position within 
the literary establishment. Far from becoming an emanation of Fascist culture, books for 
children continued to represent a space where different discourses intersected, and where 
the intertwining of past and present created hybrid identities.  
The complex status of children’s literature is also reflected in its ambivalent 
ideological nature. On the one hand, books for children are inherently conservative, 
inasmuch as they tend to perpetuate dominant views of society, especially through the 
nostalgic narratives of fairy tales and traditional stories.39 According to polysystem 
                                                
 
37 Sandra Beckett, Transcending Boundaries: Writing for a Dual Audience of Children and Adults (New 
York: Garland, 1999), p. 88. 
38 Ibid., p. 88. 
39 John Stephens , and Robyn McCallum refer to the ‘tendencies towards the conserving of culture’ as 
‘endemic to children’s literature’. In Retelling Stories, Framing Cultures (New York: Garland, 1998), p. x.  
  
45 
theory, elaborated by Itamar Even-Zohar40 and further expanded, in particular, by Gideon 
Toury,41 the literary genres which occupy a peripheral position within the system are 
more likely to rely on conventional models, rather than producing innovation. Applying 
the polysystemic approach to the analysis of books for children, Zohar Shavit has shown 
how these types of texts are not usually allowed to be original, as they have to comply 
with conservative cultural norms.42 In the case of Italian children’s literature, we should 
also consider that, at the start of the twentieth century, the genre was marked by a recent 
development, which contributed to its low cultural status. As indicated by surveys of the 
time, notwithstanding the regime’s effort to produce distinctively Fascist literature for 
children, the two books most widely read and circulated throughout the ventennio 
continued to be Pinocchio and Cuore, two isolated masterpieces published in the 1880s.43  
 On the other hand, since its main function has traditionally been that of 
‘maintaining conformity to socially determined and approved patterns of behaviour’,44 
children’s literature is inevitably informed by the socio-cultural context of its production 
and circulation. For this reason, a significant portion of children’s literature is constituted 
by ephemeral books, which reflect the needs and priorities of their time, but would not be 
regarded as meaningful or appropriate for children in a different historical context. 
Children’s literature is, in fact, both timeless and historical; the traditional strand, 
composed by canonical literature as well as folk and fairy tales, exists alongside a body 
of texts which are inextricably tied to the context of their production. A clear example of 
                                                
 
40 See p. 17 
41 Toury adopted the polysystem concept to develop a comprehensive theory of translation, which he 
describes in In Search of a Theory of Translation (Jerusalem: Academic Press, 1980). 
42 Shavit also points out how the conservative nature of children’s literature does not preclude innovative 
works from emerging. She particularly refers to children’s classics, as books which have manipualated 
existing literary norms, thus creating new literary models. In order to be able to challenge existing norms, 
however, classics for children need to gain an ‘ambiguous audience’ and be appreciated by adults, too. See 
Poetics, pp. 79-82. 
43 Pino Boero and Carmine de Luca, La letteratura per l’infanzia (Bari: Laterza, 1995), p. 61. 
44 Stephens and McCallum, Retelling Stories, pp. 3-4. 
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this can be found in several books for children circulating during Fascism, which were 
produced on the model of propaganda leaflets, where style and literary quality were 
completely subordinate to their educational function. The majority of those texts (though 
by no means all of them), together with the school books produced to reflect the 
ideological agenda of the regime, were withdrawn from the market after the fall of the 
regime. Examining the breaks and the continuities in post-war Italian children’s literature 
would therefore constitute an interesting area of investigation, though one which is 
beyond the aims of the present work.  
What is worth pointing out here, however, is precisely the dual nature of 
children’s literature, which is, at once, conservative and deeply rooted in its historical 
moment. As a consequence of this inner duality, in order to be made relevant to changing 
social circumstances, books for children – and especially those which have entered the 
literary canon – are subject to a constant process of re-fashioning and re-writing. It could 
be argued that the same applies to many adult classics, which are translated and re-
translated across languages and media; however, the notion of authorship is considerably 
weaker in books for children, to the point that, as argued by Desmidt, ‘older classics and 
children’s book […] are considered to be some kind of common property that may be 
freely adjusted to the wishes and demands of the target reader’.45 
 As an extremely flexible genre, which allowed the revision of traditional values 
according to current concerns, it is easy to see why children’s literature was regarded by 
the regime as a powerful tool for indoctrination. Yet, if we tried to identify and describe a 
distinctively ‘Fascist’ body of children’s texts, the task would prove to be extremely 
difficult. This partly relates to the broader question of whether Italian Fascism managed 
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to articulate its own ideology and, in turn, to generate a distinctive culture. As already 
mentioned, the question has generated a complex (and ongoing) debate within the fields 
of cultural and political study, which cannot be tacked in detail here. Nonetheless, it is 
worth pointing out that, despite the official rhetoric of the regime, Fascist identity was not 
a fixed entity which can be objectively grasped and described once and for all; rather, it 
had a complex and mutable nature, and constantly reconstructed itself in the light of 
changing political and social conditions. It is not surprising, then, that, as Maria Stone put 
it, ‘the official culture of Italian Fascism is best defined by its diversities, contradictions 
and ambiguities’.46 Particularly relevant to our discussion is David Forgacs’ claim that 
Fascism failed to impose its hegemony on popular culture because of its inner tension 
between tradition and innovation. According to the scholar, the ‘attempts to project a 
nostalgic and traditionalist image of folk culture […] coexisted with fairly crude attempts 
to repress regionalism and localism’47 preventing the creation of a consistent cultural 
production. 
The varied and multifaceted nature of literary discourses produced during Fascism 
is especially evident in the field of children’s literature, where products from different 
traditions and historical periods coexisted and interacted, confronting readers with 
heterogeneous, and sometimes conflicting, ideological positions. The remarkable degree 
of variety to be found in books for children is all the more striking if we consider that, 
unlike adult literature, children’s literature had been variously discussed and defined in 
terms of the desirable effect it was expected to produce on its implied readers. At the 
same time, we should not overlook the influence of Fascist discourses on the literary 
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production of the time. Through its cultural and political institutions, sustained by a 
powerful system of patronage, the regime actively encouraged Italian writers to engage 
with those literary genres which were more suitable to reflect its ideological positions, 
such as biography or the colonial novel.48 Moreover, despite having appeared before 
Fascism or not being openly Fascist in themselves, works of literature which contained 
nationalistic, militaristic, and heroic themes, were reframed by the widespread, all-
pervasive narratives circulated by the regime, and thus assimilated to fascist ideology.49 
However, although writers were encouraged to engage with certain genres, such 
as the colonial novel, and to produce books which promoted the regime’s values and 
attitude, a clear definition of ‘Fascist literature’, explicitly describing its properties and 
function, was never offered. According to Ben-Ghiat, this was mainly due to the regime’s 
‘desire to maintain the collective illusion of creative liberty’, combined with the great 
influence of foreign popular fiction, which most readers preferred to the Italian 
production.50 On the other hand, the heterogeneous body of texts constituting children’s 
literature was clearly defined by Fascist intellectuals in terms of the key role it was 
expected to perform as a socializing agent. The fact that a large portion of those books 
seem to have escaped the regime’s scrutiny and control does not undermine the 
significance of the official directives expressed by Fascist politicians and intellectuals; 
rather, the complexity and contradictions which make up the composite field of children’s 
literature highlight its importance and reveal its significance as a site for cultural 
negotiation. 
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3. The Bologna Conference and the Problem of Translation 
 
A watershed in this regard is represented by the ‘Convegno per la Letteratura Infantile e 
Giovanile’, held in Bologna in November 1938. For the first time, intellectuals, writers 
and educators gathered together with the purpose of regulating a dangerously neglected 
area in the publishing industry which was, in fact, in constant growth. The significance of 
the conference can be best understood with reference to the political context of the time, 
especially if we consider that 1938 was an eventful year, in which the totalitarian 
ambitions of the regime became more visible. On the 3rd of February, a conference was 
held in Florence with the telling title of ‘Bonifica della cultura italiana’. The following 
September, the first official meeting of the Commissione per la bonifica libraria took 
place. Directed by Dino Alfieri, then Minister of Press and Propaganda, the Commissone 
was composed by representatives of several institutional bodies, such as the Ministry of 
National Education and the Corporation for Artists and Professionals. That body had been 
created by Mussolini with the declared aim of carrying out a ‘revisione totale della 
produzione libraria italiana e di quella straniera prodotta in italiano’ to make it conform 
to the ‘clima politico e morale dell’Italia fascista’.51 However, over the following months, 
the ‘cultural purging’ was almost exclusively directed against Jewish authors, both Italian 
and foreign, whose works were promptly eliminated from the market.52 
We should not forget that 1938 was also the year in which the Manifesto degli 
scienziati razzisti, also known as Manifesto della razza, was published. First published 
anonymously on July 14th  in the Fascist daily Il Giornale d'Italia, under the title of “Il 
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Fascismo e i problemi della razza”, the Manifesto was subsequently reprinted in the first 
issue of La difesa della razza, on 5th August, where it was signed by ten Italian scientists. 
A series of anti-Semitic measures was issued by Mussolini between September and 
November of that year53, the first one being the R.D.L. 5 September 1938-XVI, n. 1390, 
‘Provvedimenti per la difesa della razza nella scuola fascista’, which excluded all Jewish 
students and teachers from the state schools. As a consequence of the ‘racial turn’54 of the 
regime, the Bonifica mainly targeted books written by Jewish authors, while foreign 
literature was officially condemned in words but never completely banned, as this would 
have caused the collapse of the Italian publishing industry. 
 It is clear, therefore, that the Bologna Conference was the expression of a wider 
strategy of the regime, which aimed to establish its control over the cultural production of 
the country. However, if we compare the purpose and the spirit of the Conference with 
the programme of the Bonifica of Italian culture, we can notice how specific discourses 
were elaborated with regards to literature for children. Craig argues that authoritarian 
regimes are likely to offer official guidelines providing a positive definition of what 
children’s literature should be, as opposed to the ‘passive definition’ usually applied to 
adult literature, of which censorship is the overt expression.55 This attitude emerges 
strongly from the forward-looking, proactive approach of the delegates to the question of 
children’s literature, seen as a fundamental tool in the education of the new, Fascist man. 
The Convegno per la Letteratura Infantile e Giovanile saw the participation of 
writers and intellectuals affiliated with the regime, thus representing an occasion for 
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public display of loyalty to Fascism. At the same time, it also served as a sign of the 
regime’s control over cultural life, exercised through complex networks of patronage and 
institutional support. Not only was the conference organised under the aegis of the Ente 
nazionale per le biblioteche popolari e scolastiche and the Sindacato nazionale fascista 
autori e scrittori, as we read on the front cover of the proceedings; it was also chaired by 
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, founder of the Futurist movement and an early member of 
the Fascist party, who had been rewarded for his loyalty by numerous public 
appointments.56 
In the preface to the conference proceedings, Marinetti expressed his views on 
children’s literature in the form of a manifesto, a new literary form particularly popular 
with European avant-gardes.57 The Manifesto della letteratura giovanile resembled the 
Futurist Manifesto not only in its form – twenty points clearly listing the aims of Fascist 
children’s literature – but also in its rhetorical, bombastic and declamatory style. The 
main themes and topics that, according to Marinetti, should inspire writers of children’s 
books included ‘La Fede in Dio e nel Divino’; ‘Il patriottismo assoluto’; ‘L’esaltante  
poesia della guerra’ and, as we read in the last point ‘Un’affettuosa devozione al Duce 
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fondatore dell’impero dinamico genio politico e aviatorio consacrato alla sintesi alla 
velocità e alle immancabili conquiste del futuro’.58 
More interesting in relation to our investigation are the individual interventions of 
the conference participants. Coming from diverse professional experiences in the sectors 
of publishing and education, the delegates voiced their concerns regarding the state of 
Italian children’s literature, as well as discussing its future prospects. Their positions, 
which mainly echo and complement each other, can be summarized under five headings, 
reflecting the key themes and issues emerging from the conference: 
1) Children’s literature as ‘functional’. 
Although it was acknowledged as a distinct and independent literary field, which was 
important considering the late development of the genre, children’s literature was still 
defined by its function of educating future citizens to best serve the Fascist State. 
Readers’ preferences and interests were not only ignored but also regarded with 
suspicion, according to the belief expressed by pedagogue Luigi Volpicelli that: ‘l’adulto 
va ritrovando nel libro che legge quello che vi cercava ed il fanciullo, invece, vi cerca 
quello che trova’.59 
 2) Children’s literature as unequal. 
According to the views expressed by several delegates, not only were children regarded 
as incapable of making decisions for themselves, but they were also more likely to choose 
poor, harmful books over safe, educational ones. The power imbalance inherent in the 
relationship between the producers and the consumers of children’s literature, a genre 
which, according to John Stephens, ‘belongs firmly within the domain of cultural 
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practices which exist for the purpose of socializing their target audience’,60 was therefore 
considerably emphasised.  
Volpicelli’s view was shared and reinforced, among others, by Giuseppe 
Giovannazzi, who, in his talk entitled ‘I gusti letterari dei ragazzi’, states that: ‘il ragazzo 
ha, in generale, scarso senso critico e ancor più scarsa capacità di rendersi conto delle sue 
predilezioni e quindi di darne ragione’.61 As a consequence, adult control and guidance 
were vital to children’s intellectual and moral growth.  
3) Criticism of fantastic literature.  
Among the material that was strongly disapproved of, for causing harm to young readers 
and, therefore, to society at large, fantastic literature was seen as especially dangerous. 
Mario Mazza argues that, while in Fascist schools children are encouraged to learn from 
the ‘materiali sani e concreti della vita’, the unrealistic scenarios they then find in 
fantastic literature intoxicate their minds to the point that their imagination ‘in balia degli 
stupefacenti mentali, è spinta a lavorare sopra a materiali da manicomio, da incubo e da 
galera’.62 
4) Call for Realism. 
In order to halt or neutralise the threat posed by fantastic literature, the delegates state the 
need for realistic stories, inspired by the present cultural and historical context. Giuseppe 
Fanciulli in particular calls for: ‘Aderenza completa alla vita e alla realtà storica 
odierna’.63 Realism, however, far from being a neutral term, is defined by a set of values 
and attributes which are grounded in a specific context. As early as 1674, René Raquin, a 
great defender of the Ancients in the French ‘Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes’, 
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defines ‘vraisemblance’ as ‘tout ce qui est conforme à l'opinion du public.’64 In more 
recent times, literary theorist Gerard Genette expanded on this notion, establishing a link 
between resemblance and dominant ideologies. He claims that what Rapin refers to as 
‘l’opinion du public’ is  ‘almost exactly what would be called today an ideology - in other 
words, a body of maxims and presuppositions that constitutes, simultaneously, a vision of 
the world and a system of values’.65 
The notion of ‘realism’, as it emerges from the Bologna conference, was closely 
intertwined with nationalist discourses. In the words of Nazareno Padellaro: ‘Lo scrittore 
per l’infanzia è per così dire lo scrittore autoctono per eccellenza […] Ogni libro per 
l’infanzia, se degno di questo nome, deve avere l’inconfondibile accento domestico’.66 
On a similar note, Giuseppe Giovanazzi highlights the ‘necessità di una letteratura 
infantile e giovanile che abbia l’impronta etica e artistica della nostra Mussoliniana Italia 
imperiale’.67 It is clear how, when advocating a realistic literature reflecting the present 
grandeur of the country, conference speakers were using the term ‘realism’ as a synonym 
for Fascism.  
5) Call for Racism 
The nationalist rhetoric which reverberated throughout the conference contained 
xenophobic and racist overtones, clearly emerging from these words by Francesco 
Sapori: ‘Perché si cominciò a cedere, e poi a ricorrere agli stranieri? La tutela della razza 
sta nelle genuine espressioni artistiche e letterarie’.68 However, it is surprising to note that 
the conference proceedings show no trace of the anti-Semitic spirit which played a key 
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role in the regime’s official discourses and policies of the time. Although we know that 
books by Jewish authors were the first to incur censorship after the ‘Bonifica Libraria’ 
was implemented, the fear of corruption and contamination, a key issue running through 
the papers, was almost exclusively directed towards an external enemy. The latter was 
identified with foreign literature which, being extremely popular with young readers, was 
accused of penetrating their minds in a ‘dangerous infiltration’.  
In this regard, particularly significant is the position expressed by Gherardo 
Casini: ‘Noi non possiamo consentire che ai ragazzi in camicia nera, ai quali abbiamo 
consegnato un moschetto per difendere e affermare la nostra civiltà, sia propinato il 
sottile veleno che viene da un mondo senza idealità e senza freni morali’.69 The metaphor 
of translation as a potentially ‘poisonous’ agent was a powerful one. The artist and 
intellectual of the regime Cipriano Efisio Oppo will say, in a short article published in 
L’Ora in 1944:  
 
Arte, questa parola che nei nostri paesi non si può pronunciare senza pensare a 
qualcosa di alto, di severo, di inarrivabile e che si apparenta sempre all’idea 
dell’eterno e del divino; arte, fu chiamata la paccottiglia di veleni rari che venivano 
dall’America come una volta le spezie provenivano dall’Oriente.70  
 
The potency and effects of such ‘veleni’ were considered to be particularly dangerous 
when children were exposed to them. The vulnerability and corruptibility of young 
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readers is noted by Fanciulli who, in an article published in August 1938, denounces: ‘La 
costituzione morale dell’anima nuova, alla quale tante e così provide cure pur si dirigono 
nei giorni nostri viene continuamente insidiata, come l’intelligenza, dall’assorbimento dei 
veleni’.71 In a piece that had appeared the previous month and which was significantly 
entitled ‘Veleno’, Monsignor Cesare Rosa described children’s periodicals as containing 
‘troppa letteratura di basso conio, scopiazzata o tradotta dalle simili letterature straniere’ 
which is comparable to ‘veleno per i giovani’ and represents ‘una setticemia purulenta’.72  
 Articles like these show how the increasing success of foreign literature for 
children was already hotly debated before the conference came into being. However, the 
issue was almost entirely discussed in relation to the overwhelming presence of foreign 
comics and illustrated stories which, during the 1930s, had progressively taken over the 
market of periodicals for children. This was a key theme in the Bologna conference, and 
one which was touched upon by several participants. In particular, Fanciulli, Casini and 
Mazza expressed their concerns about ‘giornalismo per ragazzi’, an area of publishing 
which had grown dramatically and which was dominated by foreign products. The latter 
mainly came from the U.S., a country with which Mussolini’s Italy had controversial and 
increasingly ambiguous relationships. In general, the ‘avventure deplorevolissime’73 
contained in children’s magazines are accused of undermining young readers’ abilities, as 
well as spoiling their taste and nurturing the unhealthy fascination with foreign things 
which was already widespread among adults. 
Among the conference participants, Nazareno Padellaro is the only one to tackle 
the problem of literary translation. A writer and a pedagogue, author, among others, of 
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Scuola fascista (1927) and Il Fascismo educatore (1938), he was an authoritative figure 
in the field and a firm supporter of Fascism.74 In his paper entitled ‘Traduzioni e riduzioni 
di libri per fanciulli’, he argues that children should start building their reading skills 
through Italian books, before being exposed to foreign works coming from countries 
which one day might become Italy’s enemies. He goes on to claim:  
 
Reputo dannoso, dal punto di vista formativo, mettere tra le mani dei nostri fanciulli 
traduzioni e riduzioni di libri stranieri, perché esse spostano definitivamente il centro 
d’interesse nativo e contribuiscono quindi a mortificare le esigenze nascenti e 
fondamentali dello spirito […] sovrapponendo fantasmi e sentimenti che si 
agglutinano in abiti mentali di altre razze e cadono così profondamente nella 
coscienza da non essere più estirpabili.75  
 
Padellaro mentions several foreign authors of books for children, whose Italian 
translations were widely read and circulated at the time despite being, in his view, 
contrary to the spirit and values of Fascism. Pamela L. Travers, Louisa M. Alcott, 
Rudyard Kipling, Karin Michaelis, Charles Perrault and even German writers, with their 
‘fredda gioia inaccessibile’,76 were accused of showing no respect for the founding 
principles of Fascist society. The latter were identified as the patriarchal family, the 
authoritarian state, racial superiority and a heroic yet rational attitude to life and work. 
His total rejection of foreign books is evident from the closing lines, where Padellaro 
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goes so far as to state: ‘Meglio i libri mediocri di scrittori mediocri, ma italiani, che i libri 
famosi di scrittori famosi, ma stranieri’.77  
On the whole, the arguments against translation advanced by Padellaro and others 
seem to echo those expressed by Fascist intellectuals with regards to adult literature. 
According to the regime’s ideology, cultural production, including literature, should both 
reflect and propagate a shared sense of ‘Fascist identity’, thus participating in the 
collective representations expressed through myths, rituals and symbols. Undesirable 
texts included politically dangerous or morally inappropriate books, as well as works 
from both Italian and foreign Jewish authors, which censorship aimed to eradicate. The 
threat of ‘contamination’, therefore, came from both within and without the community.  
In terms of translated literature, both adult and children’s books were accused of 
corrupting readers’ taste, as well as damaging Italian writers who were overwhelmed by 
foreign competition. Moreover, the success of translations was seen as a symptom of the 
fascination with foreign things associated with bourgeois tastes and lifestyle, which 
Fascism sought to oppose. However, translation of children’s and adult books were 
perceived by the regime as distinct problems, which were guided by specific editorial 
principles and which raised different concerns. 
4. Translation during Fascism 
 
Translations of foreign literature for adults were incredibly successful during the years of 
Fascism, to the point that Cesare Pavese referred to the 1930s as: ‘il decennio […] delle 
traduzioni’.78 If we consider that, according to the data collected by Christopher Rundle,79 
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Italy was the European nation which translated the most, we can understand how 
translations had a considerable impact not only on the cultural life, but also on the 
publishing industry of the country. 
Rundle points out how, when we talk about translation during Fascism, it is 
important to distinguish between two different phenomena; on the one hand, that of 
Italian intellectuals translating American authors;80 on the other, the translation of 
‘popular’ genres, which were widely read and circulated for a mass audience.  
As far as the first phenomenon is concerned, for Pavese, Vittorini, Montale and 
others, American literature represented a regenerating source of inspiration, in a cultural 
context such as that of Italy where ‘tutto era vecchio’.81 Returning to Pavese’s quote 
mentioned above, the writer goes on to say: ‘L’Italia era estraniata, imbarbarita, 
calcificata – bisognava scuoterla, decongestionarla e riesporla a tutti i venti primaverili 
del mondo’.82 In this context, foreign literature served as an invaluable tool, providing 
Italian writers with new modes of expression and literary genres. ‘Noi scoprimmo l’Italia’ 
Pavese concludes ‘cercando gli uomini e le parole in America, in Russia, in Francia e in 
Spagna.’83 Mussolini himself,84 together with several Fascist intellectuals,85 was initially 
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fascinated by American culture and civilization, which were seen as symbols of 
youthfulness, energy and freedom, in opposition to the old European continent, burdened 
by its history and traditions. Moreover, for the newborn Fascist regime, America was a 
powerful symbol of modernity, to admire and emulate. In the words of Emilio Gentile, 
who has carried out an in-depth investigation of the complex and often contradictory 
relationship between Fascism and modernity:86 ‘Americanism was, for fascist culture, 
one of the main mythical metaphors of modernity, which was perceived ambivalently, as 
a phenomenon both terrifying and fascinating’.87 Later, however, the differences 
outweigh the similarities and, with the worsening of political relations between the two 
countries, the U.S. came to be seen as a ‘degenerative derivation of European 
civilization’88 as well as a dangerous enemy of Fascist Italy. At the same time, America 
offered, for anti-Fascist intellectuals and writers, a promise of literary and political 
freedom, a ‘terra lontana la cui prima qualità, ai loro occhi, fu d'essere un altrove, un 
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antidoto contro la dittatura’.89 For them, translating American literature represented a way 
of indirectly expressing their dissent from the regime, while also importing cultural and 
literary models which stood in opposition to the official Italian culture. 
The fascination with foreign, and especially American, literature and culture, was 
not at all restricted to intellectual circles. The majority of books translated into Italian 
belonged, in fact, to popular literature, which was widely consumed by a broad audience 
cutting through cultural and economic divides. European novels, but also love and crime 
stories coming from overseas, conquered the Italian market between the 1920s and 1930s, 
when they reached their peak of popularity. It is likely that, in a similar way to Italian 
intellectuals, general readers appreciated foreign literature because it represented a 
possible alternative to the claustrophobic and all-pervasive narratives circulated by the 
regime.  
Despite sharing some points of contact with the translation of selected American 
authors by Italian writers, the translation of popular literature was a different 
phenomenon. First, in the latter case, translators were often anonymous, or working under 
pseudonyms. As a consequence, they were not in the position of making any overt 
political or artistic statement through their translations, as they did not have an authorial 
voice. Their main interest – as well as that of publishers – was to ensure that their works 
did not incur censorship for being inappropriate or controversial.  Second, as a result of 
the unprecedentedly high demand for foreign literature, translators often worked under 
considerable time pressure, thus sacrificing quality to meet production quotas. Their 
translations were commissioned and carried out in accordance with commercial rather 
than artistic considerations. According to Antonio Gramsci’s fine analysis of the cultural 
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context of the time, the immense popularity of translations revealed a gap in Italian 
literary production. While Fascism attributed the success of foreign literature to the 
widespread ‘esterofilia’ affecting Italian society, for Gramsci it was the lack of a 
‘letteratura nazional-popolare’ that encouraged readers to look abroad. A typical Italian 
reader, in his definition, ‘cerca la ‘sua’ letteratura all’estero perché la sente più ‘sua’ di 
quella così detta nazionale’.90 
Paradoxically, translations of popular literature raised more serious concerns from 
the point of view of the regime, and took on a political significance far beyond their 
original intentions. This was mainly due to the difference in numbers; while the 
translations of American authors carried out by Italian writers remained a niche 
phenomenon, translations of crime and love novels developed into book series with 
extremely wide distribution and large print runs, and the percentage of translations in the 
Italian book market grew steadily throughout the 1930s.91 Moreover, translations of 
popular fiction were widely consumed by those sectors of Italian society which happened 
to be the primary target of the regime’s policies of indoctrination, namely children and 
masses. As a result, foreign literature started to be perceived as a threat to the totalitarian 
ambitions of the regime.  
In this context, the growing concerns of the regime can be related to two sets of 
issues, with significant overlaps. On the one hand, there was the financial aspect of 
translation, as a profitable business which nonetheless created an undesirable dependence 
on foreign products. Forgacs talks about a ‘significant contradiction’ between the 
regime’s attempts to construct a national culture, and the reality of the Italian market, 
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depending upon a large presence of non-national products.92 Already in the late 1920s, 
Italian writers had started complaining about the overwhelming competition of foreign 
literature and its harmful consequences on domestic production. In 1928, the Fascist 
journal Il Torchio published an open letter to writers, publishers and critics, which is 
worth quoting at length as it anticipates the main arguments which will be used against 
translation in the coming years:  
 
Il dilagare di pessime traduzioni di romanzi stranieri non è un fatto di oggi. La 
maggior parte di queste sono vere e proprie offese del lavoro voltato in Italia, o della 
lingua nostra. Tanto più l’edizione è popolare, quindi accessibile al grosso pubblico 
per il basso costo, tanto maggiore è la sua trasandatezza […] Ora, se il male è 
vecchio, lo spirito del tempo odierno è diverso da quello che era una volta. Pensiamo 
perciò che non sia più tollerabile che si continui impunemente a fare scempio della 
lingua italiana, a diffondere in quegli strati della popolazione che, per scarsa cultura, 
sono i più contagiabili, scritture piene di orrori, in cui la lingua italiana è addirittura 
irriconoscibile.93  
 
After the regime adopted autarchic measures in 1935,94 writers’ interests acquired a new 
political legitimacy and could be passed off as national interests. As Ben-Ghiat points 
out: ‘The proclamation of autarchy also galvanized intellectuals who had long sought to 
valorize the nationally specific against the internationalizing tendencies of mass 
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culture.’95 In 1936, on occasion of the third annual conference of the Authors’ and 
Writers’ Union (Sindacato Autori e Scrittori), chaired by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, 
translation was strongly condemned, as a major cause for the linguistic and moral 
decadence of the nation. Marinetti had already expressed his strong views against 
translations, proposing the creation of a translators’ register (albo dei traduttori) and a 
translations commission with censorial power.96 His positions against translation were 
reiterated and reinforced at the conference, where Italian writers called for the creation of 
a more protected market for domestic literature, while also advocating the necessity for 
expanding Italian literature abroad. The arguments advanced by Marinetti and his 
colleagues seem to echo the rhetoric of autarchy informing Fascist propaganda in those 
years.  
 On the other hand, economic considerations were loaded with political and 
ideological implications. The success of translated literature was perceived as a sign of 
weakness, revealing the need for Italy to rely on external sources in order to meet 
readers’ needs. According to Antonio Gramsci, such cultural dependence put Mussolini’s 
country in a subordinate position:  
 
Ogni popolo ha la sua letteratura, ma essa può venirgli da un altro popolo, cioè il 
popolo in parola può essere subordinato all’egemonia intellettuale e morale di altri 
popoli. È questo spesso il paradosso più stridente per molte tendenze monopolistiche 
di carattere nazionalistico e repressivo: che mentre si costruiscono piani grandiosi di 
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egemonia, non ci si accorge di essere oggetto di egemonie straniere; così come, 
mentre si fanno piani imperialistici, in realtà si è oggetto di altri imperialismi. 97 
 
Gramsci does not blame foreign literature for ‘corrupting’ readers, nor does he criticize 
translation as such. Rather, for him, the situation was symptomatic of the current state of 
the Italian cultural system, and in particular of the distance which had grown between 
intellectuals and common people, writers and readers. From the point of view of Fascism, 
the imperialist claims of the regime, which proclaimed itself heir to the Roman Empire’s 
grandeur, clashed with the image of Italy as a ‘receptive’ country, heavily dependent on 
foreign cultural imports.  
Both attitudes are revealing of how translation was conceptualized according to an 
‘ideology of expansion, invasion and submission, with one culture ‘penetrating’ 
another’,98 thus carrying a symbolic value in relation to politics of gender and 
colonialism. Lori Chamberlain has shown how the ‘gendering of translation by this 
language of paternalism’99 is a recurrent feature in the discourses on translation. This is 
particularly clear, for instance, if we consider how the notion of ‘fidelity’ has traditionally 
been described, in symbolic terms, as the relationship between a (male) author-translator 
and a (female) mother tongue, where the latter ‘must be protected against vilification’.100 
Such a hostile attitude against translation resonated particularly strongly during Fascism, 
if we consider that the regime supported a politics of gender and race designed to 
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maintain relations of power within a patriarchal social order.101 In particular, the laws 
against miscegenation implemented in 1936 and the persecution of non-Aryans were 
paralleled by linguistic policies, which culminated in 1940 with the creation of a 
‘Commissione per l’Italianità della lingua’. The latter aimed to standardize the Italian 
language, while also cleansing it from foreign words and expressions, defined as ‘veri 
barbarismi, penetrati clandestinamente nel nostro idioma’.102 As a consequence, language 
came to represent a battleground, where nationalist efforts and internationalising forces 
were engaged in a crucial symbolic struggle for identity. As racist and imperialist 
discourses became central to the ideology of the regime, from the second half of the 
1930s, and intertwined with autarchic policies, language also became a symbol of a 
nation to be protected from potentially corrupting influences. In this context, among the 
social categories at risk, children and uneducated people occupied a special place as they 
were considered more vulnerable to external threats. 
On the other hand, however, translation can also be conceptualized as a way to 
‘appropriate’ the foreign and reproduce it through domestic lenses. George Steiner, in his 
seminal work After Babel, talks about ‘appropriative penetration’103 to describe the 
process of interpretation through which translation captures the original text. In this case, 
translation can be compared to an imperialist act of submission, which also prevents 
direct, unmediated contact with the Other. During Fascism, such a view was especially 
supported by those social actors who most benefited from translation, namely translators 
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and publishers. In a letter by Mondadori to Mussolini, the publisher says about literature 
in translation:  
 
In questa collezione abbiamo chiamato alla dura fatica di tradurre i più chiari 
scrittori dell’Italia di oggi e abbiamo loro chiesto di trasformare in opere italiane non 
periture le più significative tra quante abbiano prodotto le letterature straniere 
moderne. In questo modo noi osiamo sperare che sia possible arrivare alla lettura di 
quelle opera sempre e soltanto attraverso i loro modelli Italiani.104  
 
On a similar note, in a debate published on the Giornale della Libreria, we find a clear 
reference to autarchy:  
 
Occorre tenere presente che pubblicare in Italia, in lingua Italiana, opere straniere 
utili ai fini della cultura e della tecnica, equivale precisamente a fabbricare in Italia 
con maestranze italiane qualche utile prodotto straniero di consumo, anziché 
importarlo dall’estero; significa cioè fare opera di perfetta autarchia, secondo il 
comandamento del Duce.105  
 
We can see how translation into Italian was presented as an act of appropriation with 
nationalist overtones. Since most educated Italians spoke French at the time, it was 
common practice to read foreign books in their French editions, where an Italian version 
was not available. Scipio Slataper, a translator from German, points out how, in replacing 
the ‘traduzioni, spesso false, francesi’ with Italian versions, Mussolini’s country is 
showing a ‘vita autonoma e nazionale e piena, non aprendo le sue porte agli stranieri, ma 
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trapiantandoli qui’.106 Such a narrative of translation as a virile act of appropriation was 
inevitably defeated by the reality of the publishing industry, where the difference in 
numbers between imported and exported books – what Rundle refers to as the ‘translation 
trade balance’107 – was too large to be ignored.  
 Notwithstanding the severe criticism from the advocates of cultural autarchy, 
accompanied by old and new controversies regarding the moral and economic impact of 
translation on Italian society, foreign literature was never completely banned. Such a 
tolerant attitude can partly be explained by the fact that translation constituted an 
extremely profitable business, one on which publishers had come to rely heavily. 
Furthermore, scholars such as the aforementioned Rundle, Billiani, and tangentially, Ben-
Ghiat, Forgacs and Gundle,108 have shown how translated literature also played a key role 
in the modernization and growth of the Italian publishing industry in the 1930s. Foreign 
magazines and periodicals, as well as Anglo-American popular fiction, to which Italy was 
most receptive, were exploited by publishers to create a market for mass literature, which, 
in turn, created ‘a new culture of the book as a mass industrial product’.109  In this 
context, the phenomenon of translation was functional to ‘the fantasy’ conceived by 
Fascism ‘of a mass society that allowed economic development without harm to social 
boundaries and national tradition’.110 Seen as beneficial to the development of modern 
mass culture, which would in turn lead to the consolidation of national identity, the 
translation business could serve the regime’s totalitarian project. However, Gundle and 
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Forgacs have pointed out how ‘mass culture functioned “disintegratively” as well as 
“integratively”’,111 in the sense that, rather than being a mere tool for political consensus 
formation in the hands of the regime, it also created a space for opposition and resistance. 
As Billiani notes: ‘Il regime tollerò la letteratura straniera fin tanto che potè accomodarla 
nel suo disegno egemonico di costruzione di una cultura per un popolo che doveva 
imparare a pensare fascista’.112 Eventually, the increasing presence of foreign literature in 
the Italian market and its overwhelming success posed a challenge to the hegemonic 
claims of Fascism. 
 The different attitudes held towards translation, which became a target of the 
growing criticism of the regime, can be regarded as symptomatic of a number of 
unresolved tensions underlying Fascist ideology. The coexistence of modernizing and 
traditionalist elements was revealing of an ambiguous attitude towards modernity, which, 
as already mentioned, was regarded by Fascism as both threatening and alluring. This is 
also reflected in the problematic relationship with the U.S., whose dynamism and 
technological progress were initially admired by the regime, only to be later rejected on 
the basis of the moral decadence they would inevitably entail. Moreover, the apparent 
clash between the cosmopolitan tendencies of the Italian cultural industry, on the one 
hand, and the regime’s drive toward cultural and economic autarchy, on the other, reflects 
the contradiction between the imperialist universalism of the regime, and its increasingly 
racist and xenophobic policies. Such conflict became especially visible in the 1930s, 
when translations reached their peak of popularity, while from 1935 the regime started its 
campaign for cultural and economic autarchy. 
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A detailed examination of the tensions and contradictions informing Fascist 
ideology would lead us beyond the purpose of this chapter. However, it is important to 
consider how the complex and sometimes conflicting aspects of the regime’s ideology 
and politics were reflected in, and accounted for, the ambiguous character of translated 
literature in Fascist Italy. Officially condemned but never completely banned, and 
privately enjoyed by the majority of Italians, foreign books continued to exist ‘sullo 
sfondo dell’ufficialità’.113 The consequences of the ‘special status’ of translations were 
twofold. On the one hand, being on the periphery of the literary culture, and due to what 
Billiani describes as ‘senso di non appartenenza culturale’,114 translations could express 
contents which would not have been acceptable in Italian production. At the same time, 
however, translated texts were more prone to be manipulated according to different 
ideological or aesthetic concerns. This was especially true when the authorship or 
authority of the original works were not held in much esteem, as in the case of popular 
imported genres, such as comics, crime fiction and romance.   
4.1 Translation and Children’s Literature 
Among those literary genres that enjoyed a low cultural status, children’s literature 
occupied a particularly complex and ambivalent position. Regarded by the official culture 
as an agent of socialization, as well as a vehicle for indoctrination, it was nonetheless at 
the margins of the literary system. 
  The similarities between translation and children’s literature were not confined to 
the ‘ambiguous’ position the two occupied in the literary system. Ian Craig refers to them 
as a ‘natural pair’, when he argues that: ‘Both systems traditionally occupy a subordinate 
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or lowly status in the hierarchy of poetics, and both systems are thus peculiarly prone to 
direct manipulation through the system of patronage’.115 
Traditionally, children’s literature has occupied a marginal position, both as a 
literary genre and as a subject worthy of scholarly attention. The first academic journal to 
publish exclusively in this field was founded by Francelia Butler in 1972, and tellingly 
entitled The Great Excluded.116 In the introduction, Butler laments the state of the 
discipline, pointing out how ‘Up to now, children’s literature has been ignored by many 
humanists and by most critics’ and expresses her hope that the journal would ‘encourage 
humanists with the best (and open) minds to enter the field.’117 The main problem of 
children’s literature as an academic field of study was that the discipline was taught and 
treated as functional literature, and as such inferior to real art. This is especially evident 
in the Italian context, where not only did children’s literature develop late, but was also 
relegated to the margins of a literary canon dominated by a humanistic tradition. In this 
regard, the philosopher and critic Benedetto Croce has argued how, in being limited to a 
specific audience, children’s literature cannot be conceptualised as ‘arte pura’, but can 
only be seen as a pedagogical means:  
 
L’arte per i bambini non sarà mai arte vera. Sotto l’aspetto pedagogico […] a me 
sembra che difficilmente si possa dare in pascolo ai bambini l’arte pura, che richiede, 
per essere gustata, maturità di mente, esercizio d’attenzione, e molteplice esperienza 
psicologica.118  
 
                                                
 
115 Craig, Translation and the Authoritarian Regime, p. 158. 
116 Published by Yale University Press, it was later renamed Children's Literature. 
117 Francelia Butler, ‘The Editor’s High Chair’, The Great Excluded: Critical Essays on Children's 
Literature, 1 (1972), 7-8 (p. 7). 
118 Benedetto Croce, La letteratura della nuova Italia: saggi critici, 6 vols (Bari: Laterza, 1947-54) iii, pp. 
116-117 
  
72 
In their influential history of children’s literature, which appeared in 1926 and was 
republished many times, Monaci and Fanciulli make a similar point in highlighting the 
essential role of books for children in the Fascist nationalist project: ‘Non si tratta di “arte 
pura”’. Le sorti della letteratura per l'infanzia sono intimamamente connesse – molto più 
di quanto altri non vede o non vuol vedere – alla vita stessa di questa nostra Italia, 
gloriosamente ascendente nei secoli’.119 
On a similar note, translation has been for a long time regarded as a merely 
functional process of exchange, an imitative rendering of the original which could not be 
compared to ‘real’ art. Such a product-oriented approach also informed debates on 
translation which, being mostly centred on notions of fidelity and equivalence, lay 
emphasis on the derivative nature of translation, paying little or no attention to the 
process of re-creation.   
Both translation and children’s literature are nowadays studied and recognized as 
creative, artistic expressions, and both have established themselves as academic 
disciplines. In Italy, although this process was delayed by approximately two decades, 
both disciplines are now attracting growing scholarly attention.  For this reason, the 
‘instrumental nature’ of translation and children’s literature can be productively re-
appropriated, not in order to justify their marginalization, but rather to use such categories 
of texts as tools for investigating the agencies involved in the production of culture. The 
potential for both foreign and children’s literature to perform various functions, and to be 
used for different ends, was particularly evident during Fascism, where those types of 
texts, as we have seen, had acquired a specific ideological dimension and had raised 
politically sensitive issues relating to identity, self-representation and self-reflection. 
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Through the analysis of the censorship measures and other strategies of control adopted 
by the Fascist regime, we can see how both translations and books for children were 
motivated and shaped by distinctive institutional and social constructs.  
 
4.2 The Censorship of Translation 
When we talk about the censorship of translation during Fascism, we should differentiate 
between two types of intervention: on the one hand, the censorship of individual works, 
often preceded by intense negotiations between the publisher and Fascist authorities; on 
the other, the measures adopted by the regime as part of a wider strategy aimed at 
limiting the number of translations.  
Notwithstanding the debate on the ‘harmful’ effects on translations, which, as we 
have seen, had sparked a public discussion, no specific censorship criteria were applied to 
foreign literature, which had to conform to the same censorial rules that regulated 
national production. From 1931, these were specified by Article 112 of the criminal code, 
which declared it illegal to:  
 
Fabbricare, introdurre nel territorio dello Stato, acquistare, detenere, esportare, allo 
scopo di farne commercio o distribuzione, o mettere in circolazione scritti, disegni, 
immagini, od altri oggetti di qualsiasi specie, contrari agli ordinamenti politici, 
sociali od economici costituiti nello Stato o lesivi del prestigio dello Stato o 
dell’autorità o offensivi del sentimento nazionale, del pudore o della pubblica 
decenza.120 
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On 3rd April 1934 a further directive was issued, requiring publishers to submit three 
copies of any new publication to the local prefecture, for purposes of surveillance. The 
ambiguity of the measure lay in the fact that, technically, anything could be published, at 
the publisher’s own risk, since works could only incur censorship after they had already 
been printed. The lack of preventive censorship and the fact that, as Billiani says, 
‘Nothing was prohibited in principle’121 created an illusion of freedom, while also 
fostering self-censorship in writers, publishers and translators. 
State control over publications became stricter in 1937 when, from 19th January, 
publishers were requested to provide the Ministry of Popular Culture with a monthly list 
of all the titles published over the previous month. For translated works, advance 
notification was required. According to Rundle, this can be seen as an important step, 
marking ‘the first sign of an official discrimination’122 against translations. During the 
following year, a number of measures were implemented to further monitor and limit the 
number of translations. On 15th January 1938, all Italian publishers were asked to produce 
a comprehensive list of the translated works they had published to date, and those that 
they intended to publish. This also allowed the regime to collect statistics on translation, 
which could be used to support political and economic arguments against the wide 
circulation of foreign literature. Moreover, from 1st of April, it was no longer sufficient 
for publishers to inform the Ministry of Popular Culture about their intention to publish a 
translation; according to the new procedures, they had to seek prior authorization, by 
submitting a copy of the text to the Ministry. We read in the Circular No. 1135 that: ‘è 
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data facoltà agli editori di presentare le opere anche in bozze nella traduzione italiana’,123 
a measure which was likely to foster manipulation of the translated text to make it 
acceptable in the eyes of the regime.124 
As a result of the censorship policies outlined above, a number of foreign books 
were confiscated or banned from Italy. These included books such as Ernest 
Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms and Erich M. Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western 
Front, criticised for their pacifist stance, as well as works included in the list compiled by 
the Commissione per la Bonifica Libraria.125 Circular no. 6848, dated 7th May 1942, 
prohibited the publication as well as the circulation in the national libraries of a number 
of well-known authors, such as Sigmund Freud, Franz Kafka and Virginia Woolf.  
Scholars are unanimous in recognizing the anti-Semitic nature126 of Fascist censorship 
policies, which become especially evident in the late 1930s. However, as Jane Dunnet 
highlights, ‘a disproportionate number of writers on the blacklist were not Italian’127 and 
the publication of foreign authors was a risky business for publishing houses. Some of 
them, like Mondadori, implemented a system of readers who judged the suitability of the 
foreign works for the Italian market, often suggesting changes to the original text, to 
make it conform to the regime’s directives.128  
 
                                                
 
123 Circular No. 1135, 26 March 1938. Reproduced in Rundle, Publishing Translations, p. 147. 
124 If we look at the foreign literature translated during the 1930s, we can find countless examples of the 
translators’ intervention. Dunnet mentions Elio Vittorini’s translation of Tortilla Flat by John Steinbeck 
(1935) where the translator eliminates anti-Italian comments from the original text. Jane Dunnet, ‘Foreign 
Literature in Fascist Italy: Circulation and Censorship’, TTR, 5.2 (2002), 97-123 (p. 106).  
125 The ‘Elenco di Autori non graditi in Italia’ listed 893 Italian and foreign writers, and was circulated by 
the Ministry of Popular Culture to all prefectures and publishing houses on 23 March 1942. 
126 The anti-Semitic nature of Fascist censorship is the subject of Giorgio Fabre’s detailed study L’elenco. 
127 Dunnet, ‘Foreign Literature in Fascist Italy’, p. 105. 
128 German scholar and translator Lavinia Mazzucchetti suggested eliminating a passage describing an 
abortion in Gina Kau’s novel The Sisters Kleh, translated in Italian as Le Sorelle Kleh, and published by 
Mondadori, in the censored version, in 1934. This, and other ‘pareri di lettura’ are collected in Pietro 
Albonetti, Non c’è tutto nei romanzi. Leggere romanzi stranieri in una casa editrice negli anni ‘30 (Milan: 
Mondadori, 1994). 
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4.3 Censorship of Translations for Children 
Looking at the situation of children’s literature during the 1930s, we can see how the 
censorship of translations for children took different forms and was ruled by different 
principles and agencies than those of the censorship of translations for adults, as outlined 
above.  
This can be partly ascribed to the specificity of books for children, and especially 
to some of the distinctive features of the genre. We have already seen how translations 
and books for children share a ‘derivative’ status where, according to Ian Craig, ‘the 
nexus between the reader and the text is equally mediated.’129 In the Fascist context, 
translation represented a further mediation which, as such, could be used as a censorship 
tool, to restrict or manipulate content. However, the case studies under review 
demonstrate how mediation was not only in the text but also, and perhaps primarily, 
outside of it. If this is true for any work of literature which is produced within a given 
historical and social context, in books for children socio-cultural forces manifest 
themselves in more explicit and concrete forms: since children have no buying power, 
their access to cultural goods is necessarily mediated by adults belonging to the various 
social institutions which act as agents of socialization.  
We might ask at this point how the social function of children’s literature, ‘as a 
‘space’ for children, produced and supervised by adults’,130 affects the translation 
process. If we accept that translation is already a form of reported speech,131 children’s 
literature in translation should show, more clearly than adult literature, the socio-cultural 
                                                
 
129 Craig, Translation and the Authoritarian Regime, p. 160. 
130 Erica Hateley, Shakespeare in Children’s Literature: Gender and Cultural Capital (New York: 
Routledge, 2009), p. 12. 
131 The definition was first given by Brian Mossop, ‘What is a translating translator doing ?’, Target, 10.2 
(1998), 231-66. Several translation scholars have expanded on the notion of translation as ‘quotation’, 
which exhibits features of both direct and indirect speech. Notably, Theo Hermans, The Conference of 
Tongues.  
  
77 
constraints imposed on a text which enters a different linguistic and cultural system. Most 
scholars have maintained this view, and describe the translation of children’s literature as 
regulated by ‘conservative’ translation norms,132 aimed to neutralize the differences of 
the foreign text through strategies of cultural adaptation.133 However, as we will see in 
the individual cases analysed in the next chapters, translation during Fascism was not 
only a form of ‘censorship’ but also a source of innovation: children’s literature, by its 
nature, allowed more room for manoeuvre, as we can see from the different strategies of 
‘re-telling’ and ‘re-framing’ adopted to make the foreign works acceptable.  
We have seen how the Fascist regime started to act more forcefully against 
translations only when foreign books started to represent a political problem, that is, 
when they were taking over the domestic production. This never happened in literature 
for children, where, despite their large presence, works in translation could be disguised 
through editorial interventions, or excluded from the national school curriculum and 
banned from school libraries. Book series offer an interesting example of the first 
strategy. An extremely popular format during Fascism, they often included foreign titles, 
which were reframed and frequently assimilated through editorial strategies aimed to 
present them as ‘made Italian’. A case in point can be found in ‘La Scala d’Oro’, a 
successful series featuring stories from all around the world, rewritten by Italian authors, 
which I analyse in Chapter Five. Only in one instance did a type of text primarily 
intended for children become visibly dominated by foreign influences. It is the case of 
children’s periodicals, and in particular of comics, which were in fact the target of severe 
censorship measures. These are illustrated in Chapter Four, where I investigate the 
                                                
 
132 See Zohar Shavit, Poetics. 
133 These are listed by Klingberg in his Children's fiction. 
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presence of comic strips, as a hybrid text/image form originated from abroad, in two 
different Italian magazines. 
 Cannistraro describes censorship during Fascism as a ‘positivo strumento di 
cultura’,134 whose function was not merely repressive but also productive, inasmuch as it 
stimulated the creation of Fascist cultural products. As mentioned earlier, the ‘creative’ 
aspect of censorship is particularly evident in children’s literature, where content control 
was paralleled by a comprehensive strategy aimed at providing children with suitable 
readings, which reflected the Fascist times.  
The manuali of children’s literature published at the time are particularly 
interesting, in the way they draw distinctions between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ books, with a 
clearly prescriptive attitude.135 School’s ‘bibliotechine’ were also an important instrument 
of indoctrination and social control, inasmuch as they provided readers with a limited and 
pre-selected reading material. This is the subject of Adolfo Scotto di Luzio’s 
L’Appropriazione imperfetta, where the author explores the key role played by school 
libraries in the Fascist project of national renovation. In addition, reviews in dedicated 
journals performed an important function within the cultural system. In Percorsi critici di 
lettertura per l’infanzia tra le due guerre, Sabrina Fava mentions some reviews of 
children’s books published in the ‘supplemento mensile a tutti i periodici’ L’Italia che 
scrive: rassegna per coloro che leggono,136 showing how critics were arbiters of literary 
and educational values. Finally, reforms to the school system and official directives 
                                                
 
134 La fabbrica del consenso, p. 189. 
135 See especially Olindo Giacobbe, Letteratura infantile (Turin: Paravia, 1934), containing, at the end, a 
list of books divided by age groups which would form a ‘bibliotechina-tipo’ for children.  
136 Founded in 1918 by Angelo Fortunato Formiggini, Italian publisher and author of the satirical work La 
ficozza filosofica del fascismo e la marcia sulla Leonardo (Rome: A. F. Formiggini, 1923), where he 
famously claimed that ‘il fascismo è una gran bella cosa visto dall'alto; ma visto standoci sotto fa un effetto 
tutto diverso’, (p. 17). The author admits his initial admiration for Mussolini, but harshly criticises 
Giovanni Gentile, who had refused him permission to publish an encyclopaedia. Formiggini committed 
suicide in 1938 after having tried, unsuccessfully, to save his business, heavily damaged by the anti-Semitic 
legislation. 
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issued from the Ministry of Education had considerable impact on the publishing industry 
and the circulation of books. In particular, the imposition of the ‘testo unico di Stato’ 
(1929) and the subsequent changes to the school curriculum are to be seen in relation to 
the broader process of ‘rewriting’ and reframing tradition, to make it conform to the new 
Fascist spirit. The Fascist retellings of Pinocchio, which I consider in Chapter Two, show 
how the intralingual, intertemporal translation of a cultural icon can be exploited to serve 
new ideological purposes. 
 An issue arising from the context outlined above is whether we can talk of the 
censorship of children’s literature in translation on political and ideological grounds. 
Fabre points out how the censorship of translations was mainly a result of anti-Jewish 
measures: ‘le eliminazioni anti-ebraiche furono radicali, forse persino più che nel settore 
scolastico; di contro, rimasero le opere di diversi autori stranieri non ebrei […] La pulizia 
xenofoba era stata davvero cautissima.’137 Why was the censorship of foreign books 
relatively mild in children’s literature, especially in the light of the autarchic claims of the 
regime? How did translation act as a form of censorship, as a means of presenting the 
‘Other’ through domestic lenses, and to what extent can it be seen instead as a liberating 
force? These are some of the core questions that will be addressed in the next chapters. 
However, in general terms, we can distinguish between visible and explicit forms 
of censorship on the one hand, and more subtle, but not, for that matter, less effective, 
restrictions. We have seen how, in his speech at the Bologna conference, Nazareno 
Padellaro listed the titles of several foreign books for children which had acquired 
popularity during Fascism and which he considered pernicious, immoral or dangerous. It 
does not come as a surprise that, following the conference, the authors mentioned by 
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80 
Padellaro were heavily penalized. Although earlier translations of their books continued 
to circulate and in some cases to be reprinted, no new translations were published 
between 1938 and the fall of the regime. In Chapter Three, I look at the translations of 
Alice in Wonderland which appeared before the Bologna conference, in an attempt to 
assess how Italian translators negotiated the differences of the original text, and its 
acquired political significance. 
 In other cases, the censorship of children’s literature and especially of translation 
is more difficult to describe. It was not uncommon for translations to be published 
anonymously, and, unlike for adult literature, official publishing data are rarely available. 
In addition, translations of books for children were often published in ‘collane’, which 
makes authorship even more difficult to determine. For these reasons, trying to outline 
the translation history of a text can prove to be a daunting task. However, if we shift our 
focus from the individual work to the cultural system in its entirety, we can notice how 
practices of censorship and self-censorship were pervasive. 
The next chapters will focus on a number of translations and rewritings of 
children’s literature, showing how they positioned themselves in relation to cultural and 
institutional narratives circulating within their context of production. By doing so, this 
study hopes to reveal the various and sometimes unexpected ways in which the practices 
of translation and rewriting were used during Fascism to either construct, reinforce or 
resist dominant ideologies.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
A Political Puppet: The Fascist Rewritings of Collodi’s novel 
 
When Carlo Collodi’s Le Avventure di Pinocchio: Storia di un Burattino began to be 
published in instalments in a popular children’s magazine of the time, no one could have 
anticipated that it was to become ‘the’ children’s classic of Italian literature. Nor was 
such an odd, unconventional character expected to be adopted as an icon of Italian 
national identity. Yet, the writer and journalist Giuseppe Prezzolini would famously 
claim, in 1922: ‘Pinocchio è la pietra d'assaggio degli stranieri. Chi capisce la bellezza di 
Pinocchio, capisce l'Italia.’1 
Far from being confined within the national borders, Pinocchio has travelled all 
over the world, and has been appreciated as a complex work which deals with universal 
human problems. The countless adaptations and rewritings of Collodi’s novel, produced 
both within and beyond the Italian borders, provide evidence of its universal appeal. At 
the same time, the fact that many of those rewritings bear little or no resemblance to the 
original Tuscan novel are revealing of Pinocchio’s transition from literature to myth. The 
iconic status of the puppet has lent itself to infinite adaptations and retellings, drawing 
inspiration from the original novel only to depart from it in creative and re-creative ways.  
Looking at the transformations undergone by Collodi’s novel, we can see how 
they have often resulted in a shift of audience, as well as of genre. Talking about the 
North American context, for instance, Wunderlich and Morrisey have pointed out how 
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‘sanitized versions of the story’, above all the Disney movie (1940), have overshadowed 
the original, which has developed a ‘reputation as an adult text unsuitable for children’2. 
At the same time, within the context of adult literature we find several Italian novels 
directly inspired by Pinocchio, some of the most famous being Gianni Celati’s Le 
avventure di Guizzardi (1972), Luigi Malerba’s Pinocchio con gli stivali (1977), and 
Giorgio Manganelli’s Pinocchio: un libro parallelo (1977). Also worth mentioning is the 
2002 movie Pinocchio, by Roberto Benigni.  Beyond Italian literature, American novelist 
Robert Coover has made Collodi’s puppet the protagonist of his Pinocchio in Venice 
(1997). Finally, among non-Western adaptations of Pinocchio, it is worth mentioning The 
Golden Key, or the Adventures of Buratino (1936), a fairy-tale novel by Aleksey Tolstoy, 
which enjoyed widespread and long-lasting popularity in Eastern European countries3. 
This rewriting is particularly interesting since it reflects the ideological agenda of the 
author. As the scholar Marina Balina points out, in The Golden Key the moral 
transformation which takes place at the end of the story results from a ‘collective effort’, 
and the ‘magic power is replaced by the power of the collective’. ‘At tale’s end’ Balina 
argues, ‘Buratino does not need to become human, for he already behaves like a Soviet 
citizen.’4 
                                                
 
2 Richard Wunderlich and Thomas J. Morrissey, Pinocchio Goes Postmodern: Perils of a Puppet in the 
United States  (London: Routledge, 2002), p. xv. 
3 First published in the Young Pioneer’s newspaper, Pioneers’ Truth, the story is told in the first person by 
the author-narrator, who claimed to have once owned a book called Pinocchio, or The Adventures of  a 
Little Wooden Puppet but omits all mention of the original author. Since he has lost the book, the narrator 
claims he is telling the story differently, to the point of producing a completely new version. Following the 
immense popularity of the novel, the character of Buratino became a Russian national symbol, which 
inspired several movies and was even reproduced on a postal stamp. In Politicizing Magic: An Anthology of 
Russian and Soviet Fairy Tales, ed. by Marina Balina, Helena Goscilo, and Mark Lipovetsky (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 2005). 
4 Ibid., p. 112. 
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This chapter opens our exploration of translations and rewritings for children 
produced during Fascism by looking at the ways in which Collodi’s story was re-
appropriated and variously rewritten during the years of Fascism.  
Looking at those texts as a case of intralingual, as well as intertemporal 
adaptation, using Jacobson’s terminology, can offer insights into how the ideology of the 
Fascist regime was constructed and propagated through a selective appropriation of the 
national past. If, on the one hand, the retellings of Pinocchio produced during the 
ventennio engaged with the archetypal and universal themes of the original, on the other 
the cultural-specific narrative of ‘Italianness’ underlying the tale had to be translated 
according to a new ideological framework. The patterns of interaction and negotiation 
between different narratives make the texts particularly revealing of the ongoing process 
of rewriting of the past underlying fascist ideology.  
Rather than focusing on the linguistic aspects involved in the process of rewriting, 
as in a more traditional translation-based analysis, I adopt a narrative approach, in order 
to investigate the new texts as symptomatic of and to point to broader narratives of 
national identity, between continuity and change.  
As already mentioned, Mona Baker has drawn attention to the central role played 
by translated works in either sustaining or neutralizing narratives across linguistic 
boundaries.5 Baker describes narratives as being ‘elaborated by and circulating among 
social and institutional formations larger than the individual, such as the family, religious 
or educational institution, political or activist groups, the media and the nation’.6 The 
Fascist Pinocchios analysed here show a case in which a traditional character of Italian 
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children's literature becomes a ‘straniero interno’,7 who needs to be 'translated' according 
to the regime's ideology and political directives. Applied to an intralingual context, 
Baker's model offers a useful theoretical framework within which to examine how the 
Fascist rewritings of Pinocchio positioned themselves in relation to broader narratives 
circulated by the regime. I will focus particularly on the textual strategies described by 
Baker as ‘relationality’, ‘casual emplotment’, ‘selective appropriation’, ‘temporality’ and 
‘narrative accrual.8 Employed by Baker to describe how narratives are re-framed in 
translation, these terms are particularly useful to examine the narratives activated by 
intralingual rewritings of Pinocchio. 
Before moving on to the analysis of some of the rewritings produced during the 
ventennio, it is useful to contextualise the discussion by providing some background 
information on Collodi’s Pinocchio and its status as a children’s classic. 
1. Pinocchio: A Children’s Classic 
 
Critics have pointed out how Collodi’s Pinocchio is inscribed in the folk and fairy tale 
tradition,9 whilst also containing elements of the cautionary tale and the bildungsroman. 
It is precisely the combination of fantastic and realistic elements that renders the 
text highly symbolic and open to multilayered readings. Universal and archetypal themes, 
                                                
 
7 This definition is used by Enrico Pozzi, who gives the following description: ‘Lo straniero interno non sta 
oltre il confine spaziale o esistenziale del noi, entra nella dialettica della vicinanza e della distanza, sta nel 
nostro spazio significativo, appartiene alla nostra comunità, ci è interno. Non perché, sempre straniero, vive 
concretamente tra noi. Ma perché condivide molto della nostra identità, dei nostri valori e delle nostre 
categorie cognitive. Abita il noi, è come noi. Eppure rimane straniero. Qualcosa lo separa da noi, una 
differenza intorno a un tratto costitutivo della nostra identità’. In ‘Il traditore come straniero interno: 
psicanalisi di uno stato limite’ in Il Corpo, vol. 8/9 (September 1999), 60-82 (p. 70). 
8 Baker, 'Narratives in and of Translation', p. 5. 
9 Ann Lawson Lucas refers to Collodi's work as ‘an authentic scion of the fairy-tale tradition’. ‘Pinocchio’, 
in Jack Zipes, The Oxford Companion to Fairy Tales (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 384-5 (p. 
385). It should also be remembered that Collodi had published a translation of Charles Perrault’s fairy tales, 
under the title of I racconti delle fate (Florence: Paggi, 1875). 
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such as the mystery of creation, or the painful experience of growing up, are 
accompanied by historically and culturally specific references which situate the novel in 
its context of production. Besides the obvious references to the ‘commedia dell’arte’ and 
to the tradition of puppets and marionettes, ‘Pinocchio's relentless variety of narrative 
incident, its alertness to social types, its tongue-in-cheek wisdom’ are representative of 
the long-standing tradition of storytelling as a ‘folk art in the Tuscan countryside’.10  
Moreover, the mixture of culturally generic and culturally specific elements 
contributes to the ideological potential of children’s classics, which are presented as 
being timeless and universal, carrying self-evident truths about being human. In this 
respect, classics for children are similar to fairy tales, inasmuch as their ideological 
dimension remains invisible, but is no less powerful. There is, however, a fundamental 
difference between the two genres, created by the fact that classics are canonized and 
have higher literary value compared to the low status of both folk and literary fairy tales. 
As Emer O’Sullivan put it: ‘Childhood as a personal and social theme is 
expressed by children’s classics, constructing images of childhood which appeal to both 
adults and young readers’.11 Such images are constructed by adults, who select children’s 
books on the basis of their assumed importance for children’s development. The 
ideological assumptions underlying such choices have particularly powerful effects in the 
case of classics for children, as books which are expected to have a wide distribution and 
circulation. As Antonio Gagliargi has pointed out, at the time when Pinocchio was 
published, children’s classics were usually passed on from one generation to the next and 
                                                
 
10 Glauco Cambon, ‘Pinocchio and the Problem of Children’s Literature’, The Great Excluded: Critical 
Essays on Children's Literature, 2 (1973), 50-60 (p. 53). 
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often represented the only books to which lower classes had access.12 In this respect, it is 
interesting to consider Paul Hazard’s idea of a ‘république universelle de l’enfance’.13 
According to Hazard, books for children, and especially classics, know no borders, as 
they carry archetypal and universal values which override national differences. This view, 
which has been particularly influential in the field of children’s literature, has been 
criticised by scholars such as Margaret Meek,14 who shifted the emphasis onto the 
national-specific character of children’s literature. Classics for children, which are 
selected to represent and project the cultural heritage of a nation both within and beyond 
its borders, have begun to be seen as especially revelatory of historical, social, and 
cultural attitudes.  
However, the international success of children’s classics is also due to their 
capacity to reach beyond their historical and cultural context. Far from being a mere 
reflection of dominant ideologies, classic books for children are often perceived as 
innovative, and even revolutionary, at the time of their publication. Shavit maintains that 
a characteristic feature of this type of text is that of having created new literary models, 
manipulating or even transgressing the existing literary and/or pedagogical norms15. What 
Wilkending refers to as the ‘contradiction between transgressing boundaries and 
educational function’16 is particularly evident in the case of Pinocchio, especially if we 
compare it to the literature for children circulating at the time of its publication.  
One of the best sellers of the time was Ida Baccini’s Memorie di un pulcino. 
Published in 1875, the story follows the adventures of a little chick originally owned by 
                                                
 
12 Antonio Gagliardi, Il burattino e il labirinto (Turin: Tirrenia-Stampatori, 1980), p. 8 
13 Paul Hazard, Les livres, les enfants, les hommes (Paris: Boivin, 1949), p. 184. 
14 See her collection of essays on the subject: Children’s Literature and National Identity, ed. by Margaret 
Meek (Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books, 2001). 
15 See the notion of the ambivalent status of texts, developed by Shavit, Poetics, pp. 63-92.  
16 Jan Van Coillie, ‘Character Names in Translation’ in Coillie and Verschueren, Children’s Literature, pp. 
123-39  (p. 136). 
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Marietta, a peasant child, who is forced to give it away to the landowner’s son. Despite 
her strong attachment to the animal, the girl’s sense of duty is so strong that she does not 
hesitate to obey. The motherly attitude of the narrator and the moral message underlying 
the story are revealing of a sentimental pedagogy which will find its fullest expression in 
De Amicis’ Cuore (1886). 
Worthy of a mention is also Alessandro Parravicini’s Giannetto. Letture a uso de’ 
fanciulli (1837). After winning an important prize awarded by the ‘Società fiorentina 
dell’istruzione elementare’, the book was adopted as a school text and is often referred to 
as emblematic of nineteenth-century encyclopaedic, educational works.  
When Collodi started writing school books, he drew inspiration precisely from 
Parravicini, only to produce a new witty and entertaining version of Giannetto, which he 
entitled Giannettino (1877). It is sufficient to look at the descriptions of the protagonist as 
they appeared at the beginning of the two texts, in order to understand how they were 
informed by completely different educational approaches. We read on the first page of 
Parravicini’s text: 
 
C’era una volta un fanciullo, il quale era tutto contento perché aveva imparato a 
leggere. ‘Io sono ancora piccino’, dicea tra sé medesimo, ‘so poco, ma ho imparato a 
leggere. Con mezzo dei libri e della scuola voglio istruirmi delle cose necessarie a 
sapersi per diventare un uomo dabbene […] E se non comprendo qualche cosa, 
pregherò il signor maestro, affinché si compiaccia di spiegarmela’.17  
 
The description of Giannettino featuring in Collodi’s book is as follows: 
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Figuratevi un bel giovinetto, sano e svelto della persona, con un paio d’occhi celesti 
e anche un tantino birichini, e con un gran ciuffo di capelli rossi, che a guisa di 
ricciolo, gli ricascava in mezzo alla fronte […] La voglia di studiare non la 
conosceva neppure di vista.18 
 
Giannettino is a spoilt, upper-class boy, who is neither grateful nor excited about the 
prospect of receiving an education; quite the opposite, he finds school boring and 
irrelevant to real life, while he is eager to learn through direct experience.   
If we compare the paragraph of Giannettino reproduced above with the opening 
lines of Pinocchio, we find that the latter similarly challenges the authority of a well-
established genre, that of fairy tales, by making a clear breach with tradition: ‘C'era una 
volta. - Un re! - diranno subito i miei piccoli lettori. No, ragazzi, avete sbagliato. C’era 
una volta un pezzo di legno.’19 The protagonist of the story is not a king, as one would 
expect, but a piece of wood. A humble, modest setting replaces the castle or palace, 
typically found in traditional fairy tales. As the plot unfolds, it becomes evident how 
Collodi is also playing with the conventions of children’s literature, by presenting the 
readers with ambiguous and complex moral questions, which do not point to a 
straightforward educational message.   
If we look at Collodi’s Pinocchio and at the countless critical interpretations it 
inspired, it is clear that complexity is a fundamental quality of the novel, which also 
accounts for its international success.  Everything about Pinocchio is multidimensional 
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and irreducible to a single point of view, as suggested by Manganelli, who went as far as 
to write a parallel book, relying on the infinite meanings of the original20.  
The figure of Carlo Lorenzini (1826-1890), who adopted as a pseudonym the 
name of his mother’s village Collodi, is in itself complex and somehow enigmatic. A man 
of humble origins, he was educated in a seminary, before abandoning religious life to 
become a writer. From his early writings, he comes across as a bitter humorist in line 
with the Tuscan tradition. He also expresses a personal, political commitment; having 
fought in the Risorgimento, he was a strong supporter of Italy’s unification. Nonetheless, 
the image of post-unified Italy offered by Pinocchio has been described by critics as 
ambiguous, and reflecting the disillusionment of the author with the social politics of the 
new state. As for his career, Collodi worked in public administration until retirement, 
while at the same time writing satirical articles and, very occasionally, theatrical plays. It 
was only after translating Perrault’s fairy tales in 1875 that he started writing for children. 
Both his first books, Giannettino (1877) and Minuzzolo (1878), have middle-class 
children as protagonists and hardly imply any social criticism. Unlike Pinocchio, these 
are, according to Perella, traditional didactic readings, ‘with child protagonists who ask 
questions for the purpose of being instructed’.21  
Collodi’s fascination with the character of the ‘street boy’ had already inspired 
one sketch in Occhi e nasi (1881). The street boy is described as filthy (‘mani sudice; 
viso sudicio; tutto il resto sudicio’)22 and free from any social rules, structures and 
expectations. At the same time, in having neither hope nor expectation of better days, the 
street boy is effectively robbed of his childhood. This first approach to the subject of the 
                                                
 
20 Giorgio Manganelli, Pinocchio: un libro parallelo (Turin: Einaudi, 1977). 
21 Nicholas Perella, ‘An Essay on Pinocchio’, Italica, 63.1 (Spring, 1986), 1-47 (p. 9). 
22 Carlo Collodi, Occhi e nasi (Florence: Paggi, 1881), p. 6. 
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‘monello’ reveals the author’s rejection of sentimentalism, and his preference for social 
realism, where humour and criticism are blended together. 
These elements will be further developed and fully explored in Pinocchio, as the 
work which best epitomizes the complex and ambiguous position of Collodi as a social 
commentator of his time. As Ipsen has skilfully demonstrated,23 the novel also voices 
many of the social anxieties which spread in nineteenth-century Italy, thus representing ‘a 
barometer of social concern about children’.24 In the wake of modernization and 
industrialization, the phenomenon of vagabonds and delinquent children was widespread. 
In Ipsen’s view, the character of Pinocchio embodies the social concerns for those 
marginal categories, seen as both dangerous for and endangered by the adult society.  A 
sociological and historical perspective on the novel is also very useful in examining the 
complex moral message of the story. If, for some critics, Pinocchio represents a journey 
toward freedom and human realization,25 for others the protagonist follows an opposite 
path, moving from the state of nature to the subordination to capitalist rules.26 The fact 
that Collodi’s novel is deeply rooted in the socio-cultural context of its production can 
also be considered as contributing to its success and inclusion in the canon. In this regard, 
Roberto Denti makes an interesting point when he maintains that:  
 
I libri rivolti a bambini e ragazzi […] vengono studiati secondo i canoni delle storie 
letterarie. E’ un modo classificatorio ormai radicato nella tradizione, ma che 
trascura, o non mette in sufficiente evidenza, un elemento decisivo dell’interesse 
dimostrato (o imposto) dai giovani lettori nel confronti dei libri di largo successo, e 
                                                
 
23 Carl Ipsen, Italy in the Age of Pinocchio (New York: Palgrave, 2006). 
24 Ibid., p. 3. 
25 Luigi Volpicelli, La verità su Pinocchio (Rome: Avio, 1954). 
26 Gagliardi claims that ‘Con la metamorfosi di Pinocchio è tutta la società che cambia e accetta il sistema 
del capitale fondato sul rapporto valore/lavoro’ in Il burattino e il labirinto (, p. 11. 
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cioè quel che non riguarda specificatamente la vicenda narrata, ma la funzione che 
ha rispetto al loro comportamento sociale.27 
 
Not only was Pinocchio a symbol of the newborn Italian State; it was also extremely 
successful with child readers because it was relevant to their social identity and 
experiences.  
           The educational message of Collodi’s novel is certainly innovative, but also 
ambiguous. The (mis)adventures of the puppet have been regarded by critics either as 
part of a didactic tale for middle-class children, or as a harsh piece of criticism of 
bourgeois social policies. For instance, Michael Sherberg has argued that: ‘Pinocchio was 
aimed not at the illiterate peasants of rural Tuscany featured in the book but at middle-
class children whose parents could afford to buy the Giornale per i bambini and were 
eager to instill in their children the values that the cautionary tale appeared to advocate.’28 
On the other hand, in his work on the subject Ipsen argues how Pinocchio had drawn 
attention to the problem of marginalized childhood, a category which had been for a long 
time neglected (both in literature and in society).   
            Collodi’s attitude toward the child protagonist is similarly complex, combining 
affection and harshness, love and cruelty. Throughout the story, excessive punishments 
are inflicted on the protagonist by the people who are expected to love him the most. For 
instance, when his feet get burnt accidentally, Geppetto lets him despair for half a day, 
before offering to reconstruct them. Similarly, the Fairy, after having made his nose grow 
longer, remains unresponsive to the child’s crying for hours. One might argue that the 
situations mentioned above, together with other instances where Pinocchio is physically 
                                                
 
27 Roberto Denti, ‘Addomesticamento e ribellione’, LiBeR, 51 (July-September 2001), 17-30 (p. 17). 
28 Michael Sherberg, Approaches to Teaching Collodi's Pinocchio and its Adaptations (New York: MLA of 
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or emotionally harmed by adults, also constitute a harsh criticism of adults’ authority 
over children. Yet, Pinocchio’s journey culminates in his full realization as a model child, 
and in his compliance to the demands of adult society, as revealed by his final words: 
‘Com’ero buffo, quando ero un burattino! E come son contento di esser diventato un 
ragazzo per bene!.’29 In conclusion, Collodi’s novel is still informed by an educational 
perspective – however complex and problematic –  which is revealing, in the words of 
Perella, of an ‘ambiguously sadistic admixture of ironic indulgence and severe 
pedagogical moralism’.30 
It is not hard to imagine how, as a consequence of its iconic literary status but also 
its openness to interpretation, Collodi’s Pinocchio has proved especially suitable to 
adaptations and rewritings in Italian literature. Already in the early twentieth century, the 
rewritings of Pinocchio formed a body of texts known as ‘Pinocchiate’, where Collodi’s 
puppet encounters various new adventures. Usually the rewritings had very little in 
common with Collodi’s novel, and although some are presented as a sequel of the 
original Pinocchio, most of them show no connection with it. In terms of their ideological 
positions, most of these stories were disposable and entertaining, bearing no trace of the 
depth nd complexity of the original. A significant exception is represented by Il Cuore 
                                                
 
29 Collodi, Pinocchio, p. 281. 
30 Perella, ‘An Essay on Pinocchio’, p. 9. 
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di Pinocchio by Paolo Lorenzini,31 also known as Collodi Nipote, who rewrote the 
original story for propaganda purposes. In the novel, published in 1914, the irresponsible 
puppet has become a brave, patriotic boy who desperately wants to volunteer in World 
War I. The story echoes some of the themes dominating the war propaganda of the time, 
first and foremost the militarization of childhood and the celebration of patriotism, which 
will be later appropriated by Fascist rhetoric.  
2. Pinocchio Goes Fascist 
 
Similarly to the earlier ‘Pinocchiate’, Fascist Pinocchios rely on the celebrity of Collodi’s 
character and the status of his novel, in this case to express Fascist values and educative 
concerns at specific times in the evolution of the regime. Those rewritings exploit 
intralingual translation as a powerful tool for manipulating tradition, and presenting it in a 
new, Fascist light. In doing so, they are revealing of Fascism’s problematic attitude 
towards tradition, which expressed itself in the need to select and reframe the national 
heritage, especially when addressing children. This latter aspect is particularly important 
if we consider Craig’s views on the symbolic value of childhood as embodying the 
friction between continuity and renewal in totalitarian regimes.32 This friction was a 
                                                
 
31 Paolo Lorenzini, Il cuore di Pinocchio (Florence: Bemporad, 1917). The author was Collodi’s nephew 
(his father was Collodi’s brother). His activity as a writer for children relied heavily on the fame of his 
uncle, insofar as he published with the pseudonym of Collodi Nipote. Besides the aforementioned novel, he 
is best-known for the children’s story Sussi e Biribissi (Florence: Salani, 1902) and for having directed the 
children’s journals Topolino in 1932, Il Giornale di Cino e Franco (1935), the last edition of L’Avventuroso 
(1938) and finally Pinocchio in the same year. It is worth mentioning that, despite having heavily 
manipulated his uncle’s masterpiece in his own rewriting, Paolo Lorenzini strongly condemned Disney’s 
appropriation of Pinocchio’s character. As soon as the cartoon was released in 1940, in a climate of 
political tension between Italy and the U.S., Paolo Lorenzini incited the Ministry of Popular Culture to 
charge Disney with slander for having portrayed the puppet as an American boy. (Forgacs, Italian Culture, 
p. 198). Even though the accusation was never made, this episode is revealing about the centrality of 
Pinocchio as a symbol of Italian literature and culture, which could be freely adapted, but only within the 
national borders. 
32 Ian Craig, Children’s Classics. 
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central problem in Fascist ideology and it was reflected in children’s literature insofar as 
traditional readings were considered to be inadequate ‘alle esigenze dell’italiano 
nuovo’.33  
           According to Shavit, ‘translational norms expose more clearly the constraints 
imposed on a text that enters the children's system.’34 It follows that, through the analysis 
of a translated text, it is possible to identify the norms of writing for children in a given 
society at a given time. If we assume this view, the Fascist manipulations of a well-
known classic for children become of special interest for what they can tell us about the 
ideologies of childhood dominant at the time. Moreover, looking at how the complexity 
of Collodi’s Pinocchio is appropriated by the regime and ‘translated’ for Mussolini’s 
children offers valuable insights into the modes of Fascist propaganda and indoctrination. 
Given the regime’s tendency to infantilize the masses, using rhetorical devices commonly 
employed when addressing children,35 such an analysis is not restricted to the infantile 
domain; rather, it also applies to the broader dynamics underpinning Fascist politics and 
culture. 
The Fascist Pinocchios are to be inscribed within a general trend which, from the 
late 20s onwards, determined the progressive inclusion of childhood in the rigid 
structures of Fascist indoctrination. As we saw in Chapter One, the process of 
‘fascistization’ of the school system launched in the mid 1920s created the necessity for a 
literature for young readers which reflected and reinforced the Fascist values proposed. In 
this regard, Pinocchio by Collodi already reflected issues of literacy and homogenisation 
                                                
 
33 Adolfo Scotto di Luzio, L'appropriazione imperfetta (Bologna, Il Mulino, 1996) p. 68. 
34 Zohar Shavit, Poetics, p. 112. 
35 Talking about the use of simple slogans and fascinating images, Gibelli maintains that Fascist 
propaganda relied heavily on the construction and the circulation of narratives, not necessarily realistic but 
remarkably beautiful and fascinating, especially designed for ‘un popolo […] bisognoso di favole adatte a 
nutrire la fantasia’. Gibelli, Il popolo, p. 232. 
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of the national language relevant to its time. With the Legge Casati in 1859,36 issued 
shortly before the unification of the country (1861), the State had become responsible for 
giving basic education to the greatest number of people, therefore acting as a ‘conscience 
of the nation’.37 Similarly, during Fascism the problem of education was felt very 
strongly and gave rise to the already mentioned reforms led by Gentile (1923) and Bottai 
(1939).38 As far as children’s literature was concerned, during the 1930s publishing 
houses started to include Fascist series for the young (e.g. Marzocco – I romanzi 
dell’ardimento; Salani – Edizione Giovinezza), in response to the need for a distinctively 
Fascist education.  
In this context, Fascist adaptations of Pinocchio do not come as a surprise: not 
only was the puppet extremely popular with children and adults alike, but he was also 
perceived as the national hero of Italian children’s literature. This is shown by the 
numerous reprints of Collodi’s novel circulating in Italy throughout the Fascist period – 
around one hundred between 1920 and 1940, according to the general catalogue of Italian 
libraries – as well as by the opinions of critics. We read in a history of children’s 
literature published in 1923: ‘Pinocchio è l'alleato dei grandi nel tener quieti e attenti i 
piccini, nel rimproverarli e nel moralizzarli garbatamente [...] e nel burattino si riconosce 
il bambino italiano, innamorato del sole e del mare, artista più degli altri bambini.’39  
 In a national context where children’s literature was still developing into an 
independent field, a story such as Pinocchio, depicting the complexity of experience, was 
certainly innovative. Moreover, soon after its publication, the ‘Italianness’ of the novel 
                                                
 
36 Issued by the then Minister of Public Education Gabrio Casati in the November 1859, the Legge Casati 
reformed the entire school system, establishing the central role of the State in the scholarization of the 
country, which until then had been mainly in the hands of the Catholic Church.  
37 Luigi Minio Paluello, Education in Fascist Italy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1949), p. 8. 
38 See Chapter One, p. 28 onwards. 
39 Vincenzina Battistelli, La letteratura infantile moderna. Guida bibliografica (Florence: Vallecchi, 1923), 
pp. 56-7. 
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was recognized as one of its most distinctive features. Hazard, the very first foreign critic 
to understand the greatness of Pinocchio,40 saw in Collodi’s puppet the prototype of the 
Italian child, when he stated that ‘Pour les Latins, les enfants n'ont jamais été que de 
futurs hommes’.41 Similarly, in an anonymous review of the time, we read that: ‘C’è in 
questo romanzetto tutto il succo del buon senso italiano innestato al più schietto humour 
che non ha più diritto di chiamarsi inglese’.42 Collodi’s novel seems to restore Italian 
national pride in relation to two literary genres, children’s literature and humorous 
writing, which had a more established tradition in other European countries. Another 
strand of criticism connects the intrinsic ‘Italianness’ of Pinocchio to the specific 
historical context of post-unified Italy, which was itself undergoing a delicate phase of 
maturation. Alberto Asor Rosa famously compared the puppet to the newly unified Italy, 
saying that: ‘Il burattino-popolo-Italia matura attraverso il dolore e la sventura’;43 on a 
similar note, Dieter Richter44 has highlighted how the special qualities of Pinocchio as a 
children’s novel made it particularly suitable to represent the concerns of a young nation. 
Finally, in her extensive study on post-unification Italy, Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg has 
argued that, if Pinocchio has come to represent a powerful cultural icon for Italy, this is 
especially because the country was perceived to be in a state of perpetual infancy 
compared to other European nations.45 The scholar also points out how the project of 
‘making the Italians’ was primarily directed to men and future men, and therefore 
concerned with masculine performativity. 
                                                
 
40 Paul Hazard, Les livres. 
41 Ibid., p. 137.  
42 ‘Pinocchio’, Corriere del Mattino di Firenze (14 February 1883), p. 11-2 (p. 12). 
43 Alberto Asor Rosa, Storia d’Italia, 4 vols. (Turin: Einaudi, 1972-1976), II, p. 939. 
44 Dieter Richter, Pinocchio o il romanzo d’infanzia (Rome: Edizioni di storia e letteratura, 2002). 
45 Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg. The Pinocchio Effect. On Making the Italians (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998), p. 3. 
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The rewritings I will consider below rely heavily on the iconic value of Pinocchio, 
and exploit the notion of ‘national character’ embodied by the puppet, through 
manipulative strategies of ideological appropriation.  
In addition to the ‘Italianness’ of Pinocchio, which appealed to the regime’s 
nationalist claims, the established interpretation of the novel as a symbol of political 
rebirth was also especially suitable to the Fascist ambition of remaking Italy and the 
Italians. In particular, the foundational myth of the Risorgimento, which had played a key 
role in the war propaganda supporting World War I, was appropriated by the regime to 
legitimize the Fascist revolution.  Fascism claimed continuity with the heroic 
Risorgimento past, by presenting itself as the true and only way for Italy to achieve 
greatness, and to accomplish the national revolution initiated by the Risorgimento. What 
is interesting to note is that one of the main aspects of continuity between Risorgimental 
and Fascist ideology concerns the emphasis they both placed on para-militaristic youth 
movements.46  Such allegoric representation of the ‘infanzia patriottica’47 is particularly 
relevant to the Fascist manipulation of Pinocchio, as it relies on the character of the 
young rascal who becomes a national hero. We have already noted how the figure of 
Balilla, the Genoese boy who stirred up the rebellion against the Hasburg forces in 1746, 
had been appropriated by Fascist rhetoric. Pinocchio, as a national hero of children’s 
literature who becomes a real boy only after having proved himself worthy, was 
especially suitable to be rewritten within the Fascist ideological framework. 
It follows that, besides its ability to fall into constructions of ‘Italianness’, 
Pinocchio comes to serve the Fascist rhetoric also as a symbol of childhood, at the time 
                                                
 
46 Gibelli points out how the militarization of childhood started during the Risorgimento as a symbolic 
theme, to be later realized in the First World War, which saw the employment of very young soldiers. In Il 
Popolo, p. 49. 
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when Italian literature counted only two recognized classics for children, the other being 
De Amicis’ Cuore. In the Fascist interpretative framework, the journey from toy to boy 
becomes a metaphor for an entire country in need of ideological reorientation. Moreover, 
the narrative of Pinocchio is focalized as a male-centred story. Not only is the puppet 
created in absence of a mother, by his human father Geppetto, but he also inhabits a 
male-dominated world where, as noted by Claudia Card, ‘All humans in the story are 
male.’48 As a consequence, the narrative of Pinocchio could be reframed to serve the 
regime’s myth of youth, with the latter being conceived of as a virile and regenerating 
force. At the same time, the original storyline is easily manipulated to fit the regime’s 
view of childhood as a mere transitional phase, aimed at the creation of good Fascist 
citizens. Moreover, Stephens and McCallum talk about the boys’ adventure genre as 
being: 
 
underwritten by a dialogic tension between two ideologies. Its story motifs involve 
boys in adult and heroic exploits, frequently in the service of the state, but at the 
same time the genre is informed by an ideology of masculinity and childhood that 
celebrates freedom, especially freedom from adult responsibility.49 
 
A similar tension was also at the core of Fascist ideology, characterised by a structural 
conflict between revolutionary and conservative forces. Such conflict was particularly 
visible in the way childhood was conceptualised as free and unconstrained, while also 
being strictly disciplined and controlled. 
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49 Retelling Stories, p. 268. 
  
99 
In this regard, it is worth considering that the paternalistic attitude of the regime 
was not only directed toward children, but also applied to the general public. When 
talking about his relationship with Italian people, Mussolini used to refer to himself as an 
artist confronted with the masses, seen as ‘an object that the artist-politician could shape 
and mould in his hands’.50 Moreover, he explicitly compared his task to that of a 
blacksmith, when talking about his father he said: ‘Mio padre era un fabbro che piegava 
sull’incudine il ferro rovente. Talvolta io da piccino aiutavo il padre mio nel suo duro, 
umile lavoro; e ora ho il compito ben più aspro di piegare le anime’.51 Such a conception 
of the masses as a ‘tabula rasa’ shows clear similarities with the image of a puppet carved 
in wood, which needs to be infused with social knowledge in order to attain a human soul 
and body.  
One last element of Collodi’s story which is particularly interesting to consider in 
relation to the regime’s ideology concerns the use of language. In Collodi’s Pinocchio, 
language functions both as a site of conflict and as an instrument of power. In particular, 
the social dimension of language, describable as ‘the part played by words in the 
construction of social reality’52, is revealed in its institutional implications. Towards the 
end of the story, when Pinocchio runs across the Cat and the Fox, he avoids falling into 
their trap by answering back in proverbs. The latter express collective wisdom, but they 
also perform a function of moral exhortation that is socially accepted and agreed upon. 
Pinocchio’s use of proverbs, therefore, proves not only that that the puppet has finally 
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acquired some wisdom, but also that, as Gagliardi put it,  ‘È avvenuta l’ 
istituzionalizzazione della sua coscienza’.53 
The performative power of language was, together with the use of images, a 
central element of Fascist propaganda. From the start of his dictatorship, Mussolini relied 
heavily on public speeches as a vehicle of communication with, and manipulation of, the 
public. In his speeches, skilfully crafted to achieve maximum emotional effect, words 
were used as effective tools to get hold of people’s minds and win their hearts. Similarly, 
the use of repetitive slogans and catchwords appealed to the audience’s emotions, through 
means of moral as well as political persuasion. Such strategies of communication were 
intrinsically asymmetrical, as they were based on a power imbalance, reflecting the 
Duce’s ambiguous attitude towards the masses. The latter were seen as a powerful agent 
of historical change while at the same time being viewed as governed by physical 
instincts; for this reason, they were relegated to a passive and unvoiced role, as ‘the 
expressive medium of the politician’s artistic and creative genius’.54 The power of 
language was therefore exploited by Fascism not only to shape reality, but also to achieve 
and maintain political control over the unruly masses.  
It might be argued that, as pointed out by Tim Parks, Pinocchio is the story of an 
artist who loses control of his creation.55 At the beginning of the novel, a piece of wood, 
which, as such, is expected to be inanimate and malleable, manifests a playful and 
mischievous personality; as a result, Geppetto’s initial plan of making money out of the 
puppet is soon to be disappointed. This also problematizes the role of Geppetto as a 
‘creator’ whose original intention was that of exploiting his creature, only to later become 
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a loving and self-sacrificing father figure. Interestingly, the ambiguity of the relationship 
between the artist and his creation – in the case of Pinocchio, the master and his puppet - 
is left out by all Fascist rewriters. The simplification of the moral dimension of the story 
is a common feature of the rewritings under review. In the original tale, the protagonist is 
confronted with complex moral situations, where the distinction between right and wrong 
is blurred, and determining truth from lies is ‘not a straightforward issue as it might 
appear’.56 As we will see, such moral complexity, together with other distinctive features 
of Collodi’s novel, were lost when the story was reframed within a new ideological 
discourse.  
The four retellings under review here were published over a period of sixteen 
years, from 1923 to 1939, and were selected on the basis of their relevance to the regime's 
political and ideological agenda. The first two stories under examination show how the 
process of socialization of the young Fascist was conceived of at different stages in the 
development of Fascist politics. The latter two deal with Italian colonialism, offering a 
significant example of how the image of Italy as a ‘colonial power’ was constructed. The 
analysis of Fascist retellings will focus on the way in which the new texts appropriate 
certain themes and patterns of Collodi’s story, thus drawing on pre-existing ideological 
discourses in order to support broader narratives circulating during the Fascist period. 
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3. ‘Fascist’ Rewritings 
3.1 Pinocchio, or the Formation of the Young Fascist 
 Avventure e spedizioni punitive di Pinocchio Fascista57 was written by Giuseppe Petrai 
and published in 1923 by the popular children’s publisher Nerbini. The plot mirrors the 
core values of early Fascism, such as the cult of violence as a force for change and 
renovation, and the imposition of power through intimidation. The story is presented as a 
sequel to the original, as made clear in the opening lines: ‘Era un pezzo che non vedevo 
quel briccone di Pinocchio’.58 Pinocchio’s metamorphosis into a real boy, which came at 
the end of Collodi’s novel, is here dismissed, since the protagonist is described as ‘un 
burattino a modo’ who has preserved some of his original traits. We may wonder why, if 
the moral and spiritual transformation has occurred, the protagonist keeps his wooden 
body. The reason could be twofold. On the one hand, Pinocchio was widely popular as a 
puppet, therefore portraying him as such certainly exploited his iconic power. On the 
other, its visual representation contributed to reinforce the Fascist message. Pinocchio’s 
wooden body seems to suggest a resemblance with the Fascist weapon par excellence, 
namely the truncheon, while with his stiff arms and nose the puppet could perfectly 
perform a Fascist salute. His wooden nose is indeed portrayed as an intimidating weapon, 
as we can see from this image, where Pinocchio is represented in the act of confronting 
his enemy: 
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58 Giuseppe Petrai, ‘Avventure e spedizioni punitive di Pinocchio fascista’ in Curreri, Pinocchio in camicia 
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Figure 2 Illus. by  Giove Toppi in Avventure e spedizioni punitive di Pinocchio Fascista  (1923), p. 19 
 
This image is extremely revealing of the type of masculinity Fascism promoted. In the 
picture we can identify several male characters, i.e. two frightened children, one old man 
(Geppetto), the satirical image of a communist and, at the centre of the action, Fascist 
Pinocchio, who dominates the scene. We have already noted how Pinocchio is a male-
dominated tale. Lawson Lucas has pointed out how the puppet’s rebellion often takes a 
physical form, according to typically boyish behaviour, which the scholar compares to 
the enquiring mind shown by the protagonist of Alice in Wonderland.59 
The masculinity of Pinocchio has often been seen in relation to his nose, 
interpreted by critics as a phallic symbol.  The symbolic correspondence between nose 
and penis dates back a long way in history. In his essay ‘An Iconography of Noses: 
Directions in the History of a Physical Stereotype’, Alfred David shows how, in medieval 
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popular imagination, the size and shape of the nose represented the size and shape of the 
penis. David also quotes the most famous physiognomical treatise of the Renaissance De 
humana physiogonomonia (1586), where author Giovan Battista della Porta claimed that: 
‘Il naso risponde alla verga’.60 However, in the original story by Collodi, rather than 
being a demonstration of masculinity, the involuntary enlargement of his nose causes in 
the puppet guilt and embarrassment. When as a consequence of Pinocchio’s lies, his nose 
grows in the presence of the Fairy, the puppet is frightened and humiliated, and bursts out 
crying. According to Emilio Servadio, Pinocchio’s nose is, in fact, the symbol of a 
weakened masculinity: ‘Il fatto che quando dica bugie la punizione di Pinocchio consista 
nello spropositato allungarsi del naso è interpretabile come una evirazione a contrariis, o, 
se si preferisce, una rappresentazione per mezzo dell’opposto.’61 
In Avventure e Spedizioni, the aggressive, masculine energy which was already 
present in Collodi’s story, although ambiguously expressed, is appropriated and 
emphasised, according to the Fascist myth of virility. Moreover, in the original 
Pinocchio, the issue of male identity is made more complex by the presence of the Fairy, 
whose magic touch gives life to the piece of wood which is then carved by Geppetto. The 
mystery of creation in Pinocchio has led James Nelson to reflect on male and female 
roles, asking: ‘Is there anything authentically male about men, independent of women’s 
contribution, that is important to their masculine identity ?’.62 In the Fascist rewriting by 
Petrai, the Fairy has disappeared from the picture, and Pinocchio’s masculinity is 
unquestionably presented as assertive and aggressive. 
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The unfinished metamorphosis characterising the protagonist, who is stuck in a 
liminal condition being no longer a naïve puppet, but not yet a real boy, also seems to 
mirror Fascism’s selective appropriation of the past. If we look at the characterization of 
this Fascist Pinocchio, we can see how some of the traits of Collodi’s character are 
maintained and exaggerated (especially his impulsiveness and risk-taking), while others, 
such as his naiveté, moral hesitation and inner struggle are completely left out. The 
experience of Pinocchio, as it is retold by Petrai, represents a reverse journey, 
culminating in the protagonist’s full realization as a puppet playing the part of the 
resolute young Fascist.  
The plot-line is constituted by an arid description of the actions taken by 
Pinocchio against the communist puppet Nicolaccio,63 portrayed as a coward political 
leader, who uses empty words to express sophisticated political ideas that never result in 
action. Collodi’s naughty but nonetheless good-hearted character is replaced by a violent 
and resolute Fascist militant. 
Describing Pinocchio, Geppetto says: ‘Sembra di sentire Cicerone, buon’anima… 
“Siate buoni, lavorate… e esercitatevi al manganello!’64 the exhortation has the typical 
aggressive tone of fascist slogans, where the ‘manganello’ becomes the symbol of a 
national and moral regeneration, to be achieved through violence.65 The mention of 
Cicero establishes a connection with the Roman past, which, seen as a ‘direct and 
privileged heritage of Italy’,66 serves to legitimize Fascism. In turn, the character of 
                                                
 
63 The pejorative nickname of ‘Nicolaccio’ most probably refers to the real historical figure of Nicola 
Bombacci, founding member of the Italian Communist Party who had later joined the Fascist Party. See 
Guglielmo Salotti, Nicola Bombacci da Mosca a Salò (Rome: Bonacci, 1986). 
64 Petrai in Curreri, Pinocchio, p. 8 
65 As Gentile claims, in describing the violent attitude of Fascism: ‘la guerra non era finita, perché 
sopravviveva il nemico interno, che negava la patria e disprezzava la vittoria.’ In Le Origini, p. 132. 
66 Jan Nelis, ‘Constructing Fascist Identity: Benito Mussolini and the Myth of Romanità’, Classical World, 
100.4 (2007), 391-415 (p. 396). 
  
106 
Geppetto is revealing of the regime’s relationship with more recent Italian history and 
tradition. Significantly, he is defined as ‘il padre adottivo di Pinocchio’67 and, while in 
the original he was a carpenter, he is now a shoemaker. The old man is therefore denied 
any part in the creation of Pinocchio, while his humble behaviour and his devotion to his 
son are emphasised. If, on the one hand, Geppetto’s military prowess is celebrated, since 
readers are informed that ‘Da giovine fece il suo dovere di patriota, battendosi nel 1886 a 
Custoza. Nel 1867 fu con Garibaldi a Mentana’,68 on the other Geppetto is portrayed as a 
man who does not expect anything in return for having served his country, and who is 
only interested in his child’s future. ‘Il suo orgoglio’ we read in the text, ‘è Pinocchio’.69 
While Geppetto’s admiration for Pinocchio is emphasised, the puppet does not 
show any feeling of protection towards his old parent. The clear message underlying this 
narrative is that old people should make way for the young and transfer their ambition to 
them, without demanding any reward for their past actions.  
Petrai’s story also relies on ‘temporality’, according to which narratives are 
‘embedded in time and space and derive much of their meaning from the temporal 
moment and physical site of the narration’.70 The author weaves a dense web of 
references to Fascist culture, from the allusion to castor oil as a common instrument of 
torture, to the regime’s humour magazine Quattrocentoventi71, details of which are given 
as if to advertise it. These elements are revealing of how Petrai's story was informed by 
an early meta-narrative of Fascism,72 seeking to legitimize Mussolini’s rule as the 
                                                
 
67 Petrai in Curreri, Pinocchio, p. 8. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Mona Baker, ‘Reframing Conflict in Translation’, p. 155. 
71 Weekly satirical and humour magazine founded by Mario Nerbini and first published during World War 
I, which became progressively closer to the regime. 
72Meta-narratives are defined by Baker as the broader narratives informing the social context we live in. 
They are characterised by ‘a sense of inevitability or inescapability’. ‘Narratives in and of Translation’, p. 
9. 
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solution to Italy's national ills and the natural outcome of its history. Such a narrative is 
activated mainly through ‘relationality’, described by Baker as the necessity for an event 
to be conceived of as an episode, one part of a larger configuration of events’.73 The 
ideological framework of Avventure e spedizioni punitive di Pinocchio Fascista presents 
Fascism as a revolutionary movement which signalled discontinuity with the past, while 
also claiming the legacy of Roman splendour and of the Risorgimento74. The idea of 
Fascism as a force for national renovation, which also found legitimacy in the past, is 
mainly evident in the relationship between Geppetto and Pinocchio described above. The 
latter clearly serves a public narrative75 of Fascism as a revolutionary, forward-looking 
movement, where old people, and by extension the old liberal Italy, should transfer their 
ambitions to their children and make way for the young, Fascist movement. Pinocchio, as 
an incarnation of the myth of Youth informing Fascist ideology, resolves the tension 
between continuity and renewal, by presenting an image of Fascism as the ‘presente ma 
anche promessa di un' Italia nuova’.76  
Besides contributing to the public narrative of early Fascism, the dimensions of 
‘temporality’ and ‘relationality’ also contribute to the way the audience is constructed 
and addressed.  Published within a series for the young, the book is clearly targeted at 
children as implied readers, as we can infer from the flat, didactic tone, combined with 
the presence of illustrations. At the same time, through a double movement typical of 
Fascist propaganda the intrinsic value of childhood is denied, inasmuch as the young 
protagonist is portrayed as a young adult who is anxiously waiting to enter the Fascist 
                                                
 
73 Mona Baker, ‘Narratives in and of Translation’, p. 8 
74 On how Risorgimento has been ‘appropriated’ by political forces, see William A. Salomone, ‘The 
Risorgimento Between Ideology and History: The Political Myth of the 'Rivoluzione Mancata', American 
Historical Review, 68 (1962), 38-56. 
75 Public narratives are described by Baker as ‘elaborated by and circulating among social and institutional 
formations larger than the individual’. In ‘Narratives in and of Translation’, p. 9.  
76 Zunino, L’Ideologia, p. 241. 
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party; at the same time, the myth of Youth embodied by the figure of Pinocchio is also 
meant to appeal to adult readers, who are invited by the narrator to share the same 
admiration for the teenage protagonist. 
If we compare it to Collodi’s Pinocchio, we can note how the rewriting by Petrai 
is strongly localized in its context of production, where the folktale elements, 
contributing to the universal and timeless appeal of the original, are replaced by specific 
references to the Fascist period. As a result, Avventure e Spedizioni resembles a 
propagandistic leaflet rather than a work of children’s literature. On the one hand, seeking 
the approval of the adult mediator over the child’s shoulder is a common strategy in 
children’s literature. On the other, in the context under review, addressing an ambivalent 
audience77 can be seen as having political implications. In Petrai’s rewriting, not only are 
adults expected to approve of the educational contents; they are also invited to 
sympathise with the vitalistic virtues of the protagonist, as a symbol of lost youth. The 
spontaneity of the puppet, combined with his rough, untamed energy, clearly represents 
Fascism as a new movement, born in response to the inadequacies of liberal Italy. 
 
                                                
 
77 See Shavit, Poetics. 
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3.2 Pinocchio Goes to School 
The second rewriting under examination, produced by Cirillo Schizzo,78 appeared in 
1927, also with the publisher Nerbini. This text is totally different in tone from the one 
analysed above and presents a further ideological evolution of Fascism, which from being 
a dissident and revolutionary organization had now become a dominant actor in Italian 
politics.  
The title, Pinocchio fra i Balilla, is already revealing about the kind of adventure 
Pinocchio is going to face.  Schizzo’s story is not presented as a sequel to Collodi’s story 
but rather as a Fascist alternative to it, and thus it draws on original elements only in 
order to distort them according to a new system of values. Contrary to the previous 
rewriting, Pinocchio is here depicted as a naughty and disobedient child, who is 
‘sopportato con paterna ed evangelica rassegnazione dal buon Mastro Geppetto suo 
padre.79 The son-father relationship therefore shares some similarities with the one 
described in Collodi’s story, where the old man desperately tries to discipline his unruly 
puppet/son. Gagliardi has identified in the didactic message underlying Collodi’s 
Pinocchio ‘un capovolgimento dell’Emilio’.80 insofar as the protagonist is eventually 
forced to give up his child-like spontaneity and conform to social norms. Pinocchio fra I 
Balilla seems to follow a similar path, even though, contrary to what happens to Collodi’s 
                                                
 
78 The pseudonym refers to a popular comic character of Il Giornale dei piccoli. The periodical mainly 
featured American comics, but during World War I it introduced some Italian characters, such as Cirillo 
Schizzo by Mussino or Italino by Rubino, who glorified the military actions of Italians in order to raise a 
sense of national pride in children. On the front cover, after the name of Cirillo Schizzo we read ‘di 420’ as 
if the author was associated to the humoristic journal mentioned in Avventure e Spedizioni and then, in 
brackets: ‘ps. di Schiatti, Gino’. It is not clear whether the postscript means that behind the pseudonym of 
Cirillo Schizzo there is Gino Schiatti, a well-known contributor of the journal Quattrocentoventi. 
Nonetheless, such a hypothesis is supported by the fact that Gino Schiatti himself had published an earlier 
‘Pinocchiata’, i.e. Pinocchio nella luna (Florence: Nerbini, 1911). 
79 Schizzo in Curreri, Pinocchio, p.  26. 
80 Gagliardi, Il burattino, p. 24. 
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character, his ‘diversità del legno’81 is not rejected but rather institutionalised when, at the 
end of the story, Pinocchio the trouble-maker becomes a strong leader and a perfect 
Fascist boy. An element that this and the other rewriting have in common is the fact that 
in both the moral aspect of the story is significantly simplified. The episodes which reveal 
a moral complexity in the original are, in Schizzo’s version, presented in a way which 
suggests a clear-cut division between right and wrong, guilt and punishment. For 
instance, Pinocchio fra i Balilla opens with the puppet being first chased by a dog and 
then, having being mistaken for a dog himself, taken prisoner by a dogcatcher. In 
Collodi’s story, the puppet is also pursued by a ferocious dog and he is later obliged to 
act as a watchdog at a peasant’s house. Stuck in such an absurd situation, the protagonist 
is confronted with a series of moral dilemmas, to which we find no reference in Schizzo's 
version. For instance, in the earlier tale, one night Pinocchio is awoken by four thieves 
who are trying to break into the house and offer him some food in return for his silence. 
The thieves inform him that the watchdog who preceded him used to accept their gifts in 
exchange for letting them steal some animals every week. The puppet firmly refuses to be 
corrupted, despite the harsh conditions of his life, while also deciding not to denounce the 
previous watchdog, who had passed away that same day.82 
In another episode of the original Tuscan novel, just when he has become a 
perfect pupil Pinocchio is cruelly betrayed by his schoolmates and must leave school for 
good. Collodi’s views on the public education provided in Italy remain ambiguous, and 
so is the author’s attitude towards the public narrative of school as ‘the site where 
                                                
 
81 Ibid., p. 27 
82 In this occasion, Pinocchio says: ‘A che serve accusare i morti? I morti son morti e vanno lasciati in 
pace’ and then, to the owner who rewards him with freedom: ‘Perché bisogna sapere che io sono un 
burattino, che avrò tutti i difetti di questo mondo: ma non avrò mai quello di star di balla e di reggere il 
gioco alla gente disonesta’ in Carlo Collodi, Pinocchio, pp. 152-153. 
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geographical Italy is to be transformed into a nation’.83 On the other hand, in the 
rewriting by Schizzo  school is depicted in a solely positive light, as the best deterrent to 
Pinocchio’s antisocial behaviour. The process of socialization of the puppet/child is 
realized through his integration within the mass-organization structures provided by the 
regime, and presented as ensuring the harmony between the individual and the 
community. The process of socialization of the puppet/child here coincides with his 
integration within the Fascist structures for the organization of the masses, which are 
presented as ensuring the harmony of the individual within society. The school system in 
particular, which was undergoing in those years a major process of Fascistization, comes 
to represent the pivot of Fascist society. The central importance of school as a primary 
site for inculcating national values and forging a national identity, and its connection with 
the crucial role of the state as educator, are evident from the exclamations of Pinocchio’s 
friends. Once the puppet has finally agreed to join the Balilla, he is celebrated by his 
friends, who shout: ‘Bravo Pinocchio! Evviva Pinocchio Balilla! Evviva il Fascismo! 
Evviva l’Italia! Evviva la scuola! Evviva il Maestro!’.84  
The educative message conveyed to young readers revolves around the need for 
conformity and the danger represented by all those who refuse to comply. Throughout the 
first part of the story, Pinocchio is always portrayed alone, as a mischievous rascal who 
wanders about playing tricks on people, and is therefore despised by his community. The 
integrated action of the School and the Opera Nazionale Balilla (ONB) works as a 
normalizing force, which is subordinate and parallel to the State, and eventually brings 
the puppet back to order. The same year that Pinocchio fra i Balilla was published, Bottai 
                                                
 
83 Stewart-Steinberg. The Pinocchio Effect, p. 17. 
84 Ibid., p. 42. 
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compiled the Carta del Lavoro on which he would later model his Carta della Scuola. In 
the first statement we read:   
 
La Nazione Italiana è un organismo avente fini, vita, mezzi di azione superiore a 
quelli degli individui divisi o raggruppati che la compongono. È un'unità morale, 
politica ed economica, che si realizza integramente nello Stato Fascista.85 
 
We can therefore notice how Schizzo’s rewriting reflects the regime’s educational 
agenda, which was aimed at preparing children to become good and obedient Fascist 
citizens, ready to subordinate their individual needs to those of the state.  
On the one hand, we can notice how Pinocchio fra i Balilla presents several 
characteristics normally found in translations for children. In this regard, it is interesting 
to consider the categories elaborated by Göte Klingberg, who classifies the most common 
devices employed by translators of children’s literature in six categories: ‘cultural context 
adaptation’; ‘localization’; ‘abridgment’; ‘purification’; ‘modernization’ and ‘language 
adaptation’.86 Compared to Collodi’s original novel, the rewriting by Schizzo is 
considerably abridged and purified, as we can see from the elimination of morally 
problematic elements.  Moreover, even in comparison to Petrai’s story examined above, 
Pinocchio tra i Balilla is more explicitly targeted at children. Pinocchio’s original wit is 
partially restored, and the story opens with the pranks the puppet plays on his fellow 
countrymen. The original Tuscan language is used for comic purposes, as we can see 
                                                
 
85 In Marco Palla, Mussolini e il Fascismo (Bologna: Giunti, 2006), p. 54. 
86 In Children’s Fiction. 
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from some  dialectal expressions, such as ‘chetati, scioccone!’87 or ‘acciderba a codesto 
attaccapanni!’88 – the latter being referred to Pinocchio’s nose.  
On the other hand, if we look at the way Schizzo engages with Collodi’s novel, 
we notice how the retelling enacts a ‘selective appropriation’ of the original story. Such a 
textual strategy, described by Baker as fundamental to the construction of a coherent 
narrative, carries ideological implications which are closely linked to Fascist policies. In 
Schizzo’s rewriting, Pinocchio is portrayed as a dangerous rebel, a loose cannon who is 
not integrated into society. Fascism, in turn, is presented as the only force which manages 
to positively employ his destructive energies at the service of its political project, thus 
restoring social order.89 As the plot unfolds, we can see how this result is obtained 
through a violent strategy of indoctrination, where the protagonist, defined as ‘un 
demonio di legno’, is humiliated and finally persuaded to embrace Fascism – at least in 
its rituals. The moral structure of the story resembles that of a cautionary tale, warning 
the reader about the dreadful consequences faced by those who refuse to comply. A clear 
example of this can be found in the image below, which delivers a threatening message 
about the danger of challenging the social order: 
                                                
 
87 Schizzo in Curreri, Pinocchio, p. 43. 
88 Ibid., p. 44. 
89 Gibelli has shown how the 'monello che diviene eroe bruciando le tappe ed entrando repentinamente nel 
mondo degli adulti' is a recurrent figure in Italian children's literature. From the Risorgimento onwards, 
such a 'potenzialità di metamorfosi dal disvalore al valore, dalla monelleria al patriottismo, dalla vita 
randagia di strada al gesto che risolleva la dignità del popolo' has featured widely both in literature and in 
nationalist, warmongering propaganda, finding its fullest expression in Fascist propaganda. Il popolo 
bambino, p. 25. 
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Figure 3 Cirillo Schizzo, Pinocchio fra i Balilla (1927), p. 39 
 
The situation is described as follows: ‘Risa, frizzi, motti salaci, scherzi e dileggi d’ogni 
genere mortificarono il ribelle burattino, il quale alla fine, non potendone più, cominciò a 
piangere dirottamente’.90 Eventually Pinocchio begs one of the boys to stop, promising he 
will join the Balilla and become a good boy. We can notice a striking difference with 
Collodi’s corresponding passage, where the puppet, harassed by a group of schoolmates, 
breaks out, saying: ‘Badate ragazzi: io non sono venuto qui per essere il vostro buffone. 
Io rispetto gli altri e voglio essere rispettato’.91  
In both Petrai’s and Schizzo’s rewritings, the narrative reaffirms the necessity for 
individuals to subordinate their personal interests to the collective good, embodied by 
Fascism. In the later text, however, Fascism is no longer represented by its revolutionary 
components; instead, it expresses itself in institutional structures. The narrative of its 
origins, which legitimized Fascism's seizure of power, presenting it as an overwhelming 
                                                
 
90 Schizzo in Curreri, Pinocchio, p. 38. 
91 Collodi, Pinocchio, p. 178. 
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force of renovation, was here substituted by an image of the regime as an established and 
institutionalized political entity. Nonetheless, the distinctive traits of early Fascism, such 
as unruliness, spontaneity and passion, are not completely repudiated, but rather 
channelled into a new public narrative where the revolutionary Fascism of the origins 
appears to be ‘Politicamente neutralizzato, e, tuttavia, sempre disponibile sul piano della 
mobilitazione ideologica’.92 
4. The African Adventures of Pinocchio 
4.1 An Adventurer in the ‘Dark Continent’ 
During the Fascist regime, colonialism came to acquire a key role in Mussolini’s political 
project. Fascist Italy had inherited from the previous period colonial possessions in 
Libya, Somalia and Eritrea, but the liberal State had never managed to consolidate its 
control or expand its authority over the indigenous populations.93 The myth-making 
surrounding the colonial enterprise presented Italian aggression as a means to avenge the 
national honour, especially after the disastrous defeat at Adwa (1896),94 while also 
restoring the prestige of the Roman Empire and establishing a direct connection between 
this and the Fascist present. The Ethiopian campaign (1935-1936), which culminated in 
the establishment of the Italian empire in Africa,95 generated a massive propaganda 
                                                
 
92 Adolfo Scotto di Luzio, ‘Letteratura per l’infanzia e storia culturale del fascismo: il problema 
dell'Ottocento’, in Editori e piccoli lettori fra Otto e Novecento, ed. by Ada Gigli Marchetti and Luisa 
Finocchi (Milan: Franco Angeli, 2004), pp. 185-197 (p.197). 
93 On the history of Italian colonialism in Africa, see the informative accounts by Angelo del Boca, Gli 
italiani in Africa Orientale, 4 vols  (Milan: Mondadori, 1984) and Giorgio Rochat, Il colonialismo italiano 
(Turin: Loescher, 1973). 
94 For a detailed analysis of the Italian defeat at Adwa, see Adua. Le ragioni di una sconfitta, ed. by Angelo 
Del Boca (Bari: Laterza, 1997). 
95 Although Italian colonialism in East Africa dated back to the 1880s, the Fascist regime placed a high 
priority on expanding Italy’s possessions in Africa, which culminated in the Ethiopian War (1935) and the 
successive establishment in 1936 of the 'Africa Orientale Italiana' (AOI), including Ethiopia, Eritrea and 
Somalia. 
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effort, aimed at winning the support of Italian people ‘a partire dall’infanzia’96 but also at 
shaping identity.97 Colonial expansion became a primary subject of interest in Italian 
elementary and secondary school,98 as we can see from textbooks as well as other 
publications for children devoted to the celebration of Italian colonialism.99 
The last two rewritings of Pinocchio I am going to examine should be read in this 
context. In both stories the colonial enterprise is portrayed as an exciting adventure and 
the key themes underpinning Fascist propaganda are integrated into the plot. However, 
that is where their similarities end. As I will show, the imperialist stance underlying both 
texts has been articulated into very diverse ideological positions, reflecting different 
(although not unrelated) attitudes towards Africa.  
Pinocchio fra i selvaggi was published by Salani in 1930 and narrates the 
adventurous expedition of Pinocchio in Africa. The text significantly differs from those 
examined earlier, both in form and in content. Pinocchio fra i selvaggi presents itself as a 
novel rather than a short story, as signalled both by its length (more than a hundred 
pages) and its literary style. Moreover, the author, Anna Franchi,100 was a leftist 
intellectual who never openly supported the regime, therefore the text cannot be assumed 
                                                
 
96 Boero and De Luca, La letteratura, p. 186. 
97 Among others, this is argued by Karen Pinkus, when she says that ‘Through the relation with blackness, 
the Italian public comes to define its own productive and consumptive goals. In Bodily Regimes 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), p 3. 
98 Edward R. Tannenbaum talks about the ‘aggressive patriotism instilled in school’ in The Fascist 
Experience: Fascist Society and Culture 1922-1945 (New York: Basic Books, 1972), p. 172. 
99 Most colonial short stories for children were published in the series ‘Eroi d’Italia’ and ‘Serie Avventure’ 
by the Milanese publishing house Carroccio. Among the many interesting examples of colonial novels 
produced for the young, it is worth mentioning Emitta Nobile, Il figlio dell'impero: romanzo per i Balilla 
(Florence: Bemporad, 1938) and Arnaldo Cipolla, Balilla regale: romanzo africano per giovinetti (Milan: 
Est, 1935) also discussed by Palumbo in her insightful essay ‘Orphans for the Empire’, in A place in the 
Sun: Africa in Italian Colonial Culture from Post-Unification to the Present, ed. by Patrizia Palumbo 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), pp. 225-52. 
100 A writer and journalist, Anna Franchi supported the Socialist Party and was actively engaged in social 
struggles for women rights, especially the right to vote and to divorce. She mainly wrote autobiographical 
novels, which anticipate the works of later feminist writers, as well as some children’s stories and art 
criticism. See Sharon Wood, ‘Feminist writing in the twentieth century’, in The Cambridge Companion to 
the Italian Novel, ed. by Andrea Ciccarelli and Peter Bondanella (Cambridge: Cambidge University Press, 
2003), pp. 151-66. 
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to be informed by an explicit purpose of ideological indoctrination. However, as the 
analysis will show, Franchi’s novel is inscribed within the meta-narrative informing the 
relationship between Africa and the West.  
It should be noted that Pinocchio fra i selvaggi had a famous antecedent, 
Pinocchio in Africa written by Eugenio Cherubini in 1903 and translated for the 
American market in 1911.101 Significant similarities between the two lead us to 
hypothesise that Franchi was familiar with Cherubini’s text. For instance, the relationship 
between Pinocchio and the animal kingdom is central to both versions, as well as the 
identification between animals and Africans.  Moreover, in both texts Pinocchio is 
presented as ‘Collodi’s son’ instead of Geppetto’s, thus highlighting the literary status of 
the novel and its symbolic value for Italian identity.  However, on a closer analysis we 
notice how the differences outnumber the similarities. In Cherubini’s Pinocchio in Africa, 
the puppet is portrayed as naïve and simple-minded, while Franchi’s version presents him 
as an adventurous and brave explorer. The exploratory spirit and self-confidence of 
Franchi’s Pinocchio are completely absent from the earlier version, which, as Wunderlich 
and Morrissey have rightly pointed out, tried to restore national pride after the Italian 
defeat at Adwa (1896) by portraying Africa in an entirely negative light.  According to 
the two scholars: ‘Pinocchio in Africa alludes obliquely to the Ethiopian campaign and 
seems to suggest that Ethiopia is not worth ruling anyway – an excellent example of 
colonial sour grapes’.102 The utterly negative portrayal of the native Africans should be 
read within this context, and the possibility for them to be civilized and morally uplifted 
is completely excluded. We will see how Franchi’s novel is inscribed in a different 
                                                
 
101 Eugenio Cherubini, Pinocchio in Africa, trans. by Angelo Patri (Boston: Ginn and Company, 1911). 
102 Wunderlich and Morrissey, Pinocchio Goes Postmodern, p. 149. 
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ideological discourse, at a time when Mussolini’s Italy was making a renewed attempt at 
colonialism. 
The story begins with the protagonist who, despite now living a comfortable life 
as a real boy, cannot resist the urge for adventure and sets off to the most remote regions 
of Africa, with the declared intention of travelling among the ‘selvaggi’.103 From the very 
beginning, Pinocchio is portrayed as an explorer, rather than a conqueror, in line with a 
pre-colonial, pre-Fascist literary tradition of travel writing. However, even in that 
tradition, the relationship of power between the explorer and the native population was 
essentially asymmetrical and most often informed by racist assumptions.104 Exploration 
and discovery, even when not informed by a clear colonial project, were not ideologically 
neutral activities, and the way the exotic is deciphered and portrayed in travel writing 
contributed to later imperialist discourses. As Puccini has convincingly argued with 
regards to Italian nineteenth-century explorers, the traveller's body represented his 
country, while the natives were mapped and appropriated as part of their environment.105 
From the very opening pages, the story expresses a complex symbolism, which 
draws on aspects of Collodi’s work, enriched and expanded by the author. However, 
contrary to what happens in the original Tuscan novel, the fairy-tale atmosphere is 
cleansed of all social realism. The protagonist never experiences true hopelessness or 
despair, for every time he is in trouble, supernatural forces come to his rescue. In this 
regard, we may well say that Franchi adopts a ‘fairy tale approach’, to quote O’ 
                                                
 
103 Pinocchio says, at the beginning of the tale: 'Andrò in Affrica, tra i selvaggi'; in Anna Franchi, 
Pinocchio tra i selvaggi (Florence: Bompiani, 1930), p. 14. 
104 Loredana Polezzi points out how travel writing, which has linked Italy and Africa from the end of the 
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Sullivan’s definition106 of one of the strategies frequently used by translators to make 
Alice in Wonderland acceptable in the target context. Even though Italy was a country 
with a rich folk and fairy tale tradition, during Fascism a more realistic literature was 
promoted and educators expressed their views against fantasy literature for children. 
Therefore, the way in which Franchi draws on, and expands, the supernatural elements 
present in the original story by Collodi shows another significant difference with the 
Fascist rewritings of Pinocchio produced with a clear propaganda purpose.  
In Franchi's rewriting, Pinocchio is presented as a real boy but, interestingly, he 
lives alone with animals. Ostracized by human society, he seems to have maintained the 
liminal nature of the living puppet, an element of disorder that cannot be fully 
normalized. As Gagliardi says with regard to the original ending: ‘Il burattino rimane in 
scena, testimone pericoloso di un altro modo di essere’,107 as if the irreducible diversity of 
Pinocchio had survived the metamorphosis and resisted normalization. In Pinocchio fra i 
selvaggi, before setting off to Africa the protagonist wears his wooden puppet costume, 
as if to restore the brave and adventurous spirit that animated the original character.108 If, 
on the one hand, the iconic power of the well-known puppet is exploited, on the other the 
reappropriation of an old, mythical appearance also signals that we are moving beyond 
the threshold of reality. From that point onwards, the fairy tale-like atmosphere is infused 
with magic elements and the reader is made aware that s/he is entering the realm of the 
supernatural. 
                                                
 
106 Emer O’Sullivan, ‘Alice in different Wonderlands: Varying approaches in the German translations of an 
English children's classic’, in Meek, Children’s Literature, pp. 23-32, (p. 25). 
107 Gagliardi, Il burattino, p. 157. 
108 In this regard, Marco Arnaudo claimed that: ‘By deciding to leave the body of the puppet on stage at the 
end of the novel [….] Collodi also opened a series of narrative options for the authors who came after hum. 
That dead puppet lying on the chair, indeed, reminds us that the crazy, unpredictable, energetic, anarchic 
and jester-like puppet we loved through the novel hasn’t been cancelled by or sublimated into the good boy 
that lives now with Geppetto.’ in ‘Against Chapter XXXVI: Sequels and Remakes of Collodi's Pinocchio in 
Italian Literature’, Forum Italicum, 42 (2007), 382-402 (p. 383). 
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For instance, among the supernatural elements in the story, a central role is played 
by Pinocchio's relationship with animals. From the moment he wears his puppet costume, 
he is able to communicate with them, and throughout his journey he encounters animals 
which join him as travel companions. This aspect is particularly interesting if we consider 
that the story develops a parallel between the animals and the native Africans, whose 
inferiority and uncivilized manners are similarly emphasised. As we can see from the 
picture below, when Pinocchio is greeted by a group of compatriots who compliment him 
on his heroism, the African friend who has stood by him throughout his adventure, 
showing exceptional loyalty and bravery, is visually assimilated to the animal kingdom 
and remains in the background:  
 
 
Figure 4. Anna Franchi, Pinocchio in Africa (1931), p. 187 
 
The African boy is also explicitly assimilated to the animal world by a team of Italian 
explorers, who in meeting Pinocchio and his fellows are ‘sorpresi dal coraggio di quel 
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ragazzo dall’affiatamento che aveva col suo negro e con le sue bestie’109 (my emphasis). 
The relationship between Pinocchio and the natives is informed by anthropological 
theories of the early nineteenth century, arguing for the possibility of ‘civilizing' the 
natives.110 Although he displays an attitude of superiority towards local people, Pinocchio 
appreciates their good-hearted nature, as we can see from the following passage, where 
the protagonist is planning his escape from an African village: ‘ma io non ho nessuna 
voglia di diventare selvaggio per l’eternità!… poi rise, pensando alla grande mitezza di 
quei buoni affricani’111 (my emphasis). The protagonist is also very keen on educating 
the local population about the basic notions of civilization; for instance, he trains them in 
the use of cutlery, as a symbol of Western culture, and he is impressed by their 
performance. This episode, together with many others, functions as a metaphor for 
colonial relations, adapted to the narrative forms of children’s literature.   
Despite being presented as an adventurous tale, Pinocchio fra i selvaggi is 
situated within an ideological framework which foreshadows many of the themes touched 
upon and developed in later colonial propaganda supporting the Ethiopian campaign. 
First of all, the protagonist’s cravings for adventure are accompanied by the need for 
heroism and national recognition. At the beginning of the adventure, Pinocchio addresses 
his travel companions with this solemn appeal: ‘ditemi se vi sentite il coraggio di soffrire 
con me, e se avrete la costanza di questa sofferenza per la gloria del mio paese’.112 Every 
risk Pinocchio takes, he does for the greatness of his country, and the discovery of new 
places untouched by civilization is conducted in a predatory spirit. Furthermore, the 
representation of Africans as barbarians but also as good-hearted people in need of 
                                                
 
109 Franchi, Pinocchio, p. 195. 
110 Barbara Sòrgoni, ‘Discorsi e pratiche razziste nell’impero italiano durante il Fascismo’ in Le politiche 
del riconoscimento delle differenze, ed. by Ralph Grillo and Jeff Pratt (Rome: Guaraldi, 2006), pp. 79-100. 
111 Ibid., p. 84 
112 Ibid., p. 71 
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education, perfectly serves the colonial rhetoric of paternalism, presenting the colonial 
mission as a two-way deal.  
Moreover, the metonymic and symbolic quality of Pinocchio is exploited to serve 
a patriotic narrative. The puppet/boy is presented by Franchi as a symbol of Italy, through 
meta-literary strategies. Pinocchio describes himself as ‘il figlio di un noto scrittore il 
quale, poveretto, non mi ha veduto crescere’,113 therefore building his identity on his (and 
Collodi’s) literary status. In this way, the patriotic narrative is combined with 
paternalistic elements, which, though already present in the original,114 are now shaped in 
a nationalistic framework. Later on, the puppet is recognized by a Western traveller in 
Africa, who treats him like an international celebrity, telling him: ‘Vidi il tuo ritratto 
l’altro giorno in una vetrina di librario, al Canadà’.115 In this way, not only does the 
character of Pinocchio represent Italian literary identity but he also gives evidence of its 
recognition on the international scene, at a time when the country's prestige abroad was a 
primary political concern. Moreover, Pinocchio also stands as a symbol of boyhood, 
which is both associated with the purity of the unexplored ‘dark country’ and with the 
colonial heroism of the Italian soldiers. What may look like a contradiction can be 
explained by considering Elleke Bohemer’s gendered analysis of literature produced 
within a project of nationalist propaganda.116 According to the scholar, in such texts men 
are contiguous with each other and also with the national community, to the point that 
they appear as a ‘personification of the nation’117 which is the case of Pinocchio. If we 
consider Baker’s definition of narrativity as normalizing ‘the accounts it projects over a 
                                                
 
113 Ibid., p. 90. 
114 In discussing the role of the family unit in Collodi’s Pinocchio, Gagliardi claims that paternalism is ‘il 
punto più alto cui giunge la pedagogia di classe della borghesia post-risorgimentale’. In Il burattino, p. 10.  
115 Ibid., p. 191. 
116 Elleke Boehmer, Stories of Women: Gender and Narrative in the Postcolonial Nation (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2005). 
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period of time, so that they come to be perceived as self-evident, benign, incontestable 
and non controversial’,118 we can observe how this novel reinforces the dominant 
assumptions about Africa circulating at the time. This is especially achieved through a 
textual strategy of ‘narrative accrual’, a term that Baker borrows from psychologist 
Jerome Bruner to describe the ‘process of repeated exposure to a narrative or set of 
narratives, leading to the shaping of a culture, tradition or history’.119 The representation 
of Africans as barbarians but also as childish and naïve populations reinforces existing 
stereotypes, while also serving the imperialist rhetoric of paternalism, which will later 
present the colonial mission as a two-way deal, according to the national myth of ‘Italiani 
brava gente’.120 
The socialist leanings of Franchi complicate the picture. We may hypothesize 
that, in writing for children, the author adheres to the dominant discourses on Africa 
supporting colonialism at the time, and refrains from revealing her own ideological 
positions. Or it might also be that her revolutionary views on women’s rights did not 
correspond to a critical attitude towards colonialism. In this regard, it is worth 
considering the final scene of the novel. When Pinocchio shows off the African boy he 
has brought back to Italy with him as a trophy, the women of the village are ridiculed for 
their reactions, as one of them exclaims: ‘Fate scappare i bambini. Giovannino! Felice! 
Berto! Via, presto venite a casa: c’è un selvaggio che ci mangia’.121 Racism based on 
ignorance, such as the that which informed Cherubini’s Pinocchio in Africa, is ridiculed 
                                                
 
118 Mona Baker, Translation and Conflict, p. 11. 
119  Mona Baker, ‘Narratives in and of Translation’, p. 6. 
120 The image of Italians as possessing a ‘fundamental banality of goodness that prevented them from 
perpetrating inhuman and criminal acts’ was consolidated in post-war representations of Italian fascism 
across a variety of media. Claudio Fogu, ‘Italiani Brava Gente: the Legacy of Fascist Historical Culture on 
Italian Politics of Memory’, in The Politics of Memory in Post-war Europe, ed. by Richard Ned Lebow, 
Wulf Kansteiner and Claudio Fogu (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), pp.  147-176 (p. 148).  
121 Franchi, Pinocchio, p. 240. 
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and condemned, in favour of a paternalistic, imperialist attitude towards Africa. Engaging 
in further, detailed speculation on the author’s position with regards to the Fascist regime 
goes beyond the scope of this work. However, it is worth emphasizing, as mentioned 
above, that Pinocchio fra i selvaggi anticipates some of the themes and motifs which will 
inform the ideological construction of the colonized in later propaganda.  
4.2 Pinocchio in Abyssinia  
The last rewriting I will discuss is a colonial Pinocchio which was published 
anonymously by Marzocco in 1939, a couple of years after the establishment of the 
Italian empire in Africa, and shortly after the promulgation of the racial laws in Italy.122  
Imbued with imperialist ideology, Pinocchio istruttore del Negus is set in the 
Fascist colony of Abyssinia. Pinocchio ends up there while trying to escape punishment 
for his mischievous conduct. In the opening scene, the puppet, completely soaked in 
chocolate, is being chased by a crowd of furious peasants. A British gentleman, mistaking 
him for an Abyssinian, rescues him and brings him to Africa to meet the Abyssinian 
leader, the Negus. The language used in the story is very simple, the style is humorous 
and playful, and Pinocchio is represented as a young puppet with boyish features, as we 
can see from the image below, which also offers an unflattering representation of the 
Englishman: 
                                                
 
122Already in 1936, Italian citizenship had been denied to mulattoes and, one year later, a law against 
miscegenation had been introduced. Italian racial policy became stricter over the course of 1938: on July 
14, the 'Manifesto degli scienziati razzisti' was published, followed in October and November by the 
approval of the 'Leggi Razziali'. On the racial policy of the regime, see Renzo de Felice, Mussolini il Duce. 
Gli anni del consenso (1929-1936), 3 vols (Turin: Einaudi, 1981), I, pp. 866-874 and Giorgio Israel and 
Pietro Nastasi, Scienza e razza nell'Italia fascista (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1999).  
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Figure 5. Pinocchio istruttore del Negus (1939), p. 53 
 
Compared to the first African Pinocchio analysed above, we can note how the European 
dimension which emerges from Franchi's rewriting123 is here replaced by a hostile 
nationalistic attitude, clearly serving the meta-narrative of autarchy, designated to 
‘valorize the nationally specific against the internationalizing tendencies of mass 
culture’.124 
Italy's autarchic isolation was glorified in the propaganda of the time, after the 
country had been sanctioned by the League of Nations for its unjustified aggression 
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Regime Fascista, (19 January 1941), qtd. in Hollywood in Europa: industria, politica, pubblico del cinema 
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against Ethiopia, and this is shown by the racist remarks the protagonist makes both 
against his British ‘saviour’ and the native population of Africa. The infantilization of the 
protagonist, which results in the infantilization of the implied reader, seems to allow for 
an unrefined humour, which strongly relies on stereotypes. 
Pinocchio is presented as an outsider, feared by and alienated from his 
community. A puppet in a human society, he can be seen as embodying adult anxieties 
about childhood as a liminal and morally precarious state. Palumbo has pointed out how 
the peripheral position occupied by children in society raises an interesting parallel with 
that of the native Africans,125 towards whom Fascist rhetoric showed similar feelings of 
fear and protectiveness.  
In this regard, it is important to bear in mind that official anthropological theories 
had changed during the years of the Ethiopian war, in order to provide a stronger 
‘scientific’ support to Italy’s imperialist aggression. The new theories placed additional 
emphasis on the irreducible alterity of Africans, thus justifying the stricter segregationist 
policies adopted in the colonies.126 Significantly, as soon as Pinocchio arrives in Africa, 
the difference between the Italian puppet and the native people appears strikingly evident. 
The excitement Pinocchio had experienced at the idea of visiting a ‘dark’ and mysterious 
continent, which played a key role in the Italian public imagination, immediately fades 
away, and attraction gives way to repulsion, in accordance with the ambiguous feelings 
which characterised the Italian relationship with Africa.127 During the brief time he 
                                                
 
125 Palumbo argues that ‘Occupying a position in this evolutionary schema that equates them with the 
colonized, children may be seen as particularly vulnerable to the form of moral and physical degeneration 
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‘Discorsi e pratiche’, p. 83. 
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spends in Africa, Pinocchio fully realizes his identity through contrast. Everyone praises 
him as fast, strong and witty, all attributes which clearly stand out in opposition with the 
African people, described as lazy and idle. ‘Quel demonio sgambettava con una tale 
velocità che non gli si vedevano le punte dei piedi’,128 the author notes, where the word 
‘demonio’, which already featured in Pinocchio tra i Balilla, is here used with 
admiration. The puppet’s impudence and his aggressiveness are turned into positive 
qualities in the colonial context, where the ‘ne’er-do-well’ comes into contact with his 
true, Italian self. The displacement of the ‘revolutionary’ and ‘rebellious’ image of 
Fascism, which we could note in earlier rewritings, outside the nation, is especially 
interesting if we consider that, in the meantime, in Italy Mussolini’s dictatorship had 
developed into a regime. 
Whilst Pinocchio is utterly disgusted by the African way of life, especially by the 
eating habits and the lack of hygiene of local people, the British gentleman is completely 
comfortable in the Abyssinian environment. Both the Englishman and the native Africans 
speak a simplified form of Italian, with all verbs in the infinitive. They are also depicted 
as lazy, cowardly, and easily fooled by Pinocchio’s wit. Language comes to constitute an 
important indicator of civilization, and the ridiculing of the awkward Italian spoken by 
the British man as well as by the Abyssinians becomes a sign of their intellectual 
inferiority. The British man, in particular, is portrayed as childish and naïve. He mistakes 
Pinocchio for an African only because of his apparently dark skin, thus showing 
superficial and inaccurate judgement. In addition, he seems unable to understand 
figurative language. When he hears Pinocchio’s chaser shouting ‘Piglialo! Piglialo 
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l’abissino!’129 he does not understand that the word ‘abissino’ is being used as an insult, 
and mistakes the puppet for a real African; later, when Pinocchio refers to the people of 
the British Intelligence as ‘zucconi’,130 he takes this as a compliment.  
The parody of the language spoken by both the British man and the Abyssinians is 
more than a humorous satire and has important political implications. Over the course of 
the 1930s language had become the battleground of a symbolic struggle for identity, 
especially after 1935, when the regime initiated a policy of economic and cultural 
autarchy. As we saw in Chapter One, the defence of the Italian language from foreign 
influences was particularly evident in the official campaign against translations and the 
use of ‘forestierismi’. In this context, linguistic racism was inscribed in a broader 
xenophobic tendency, reflecting both biological racism against African populations, and 
Italy’s conflictual relations with Anglo-American powers.   
The indisputable superiority of Pinocchio is made explicit also in relation to the 
irreducible difference which separates him from both the Africans and the Englishman. 
The Negus himself reassures Pinocchio, whose chocolate coating is being licked off by a 
harmless lion, saying: ‘Non avere paura… Noi non diventiamo mai bianchi’.131 The 
narrative of cultural and biological superiority is intertwined with the myth of 
masculinity, a central element in the construction of the colonial subject. Stefani has 
shown how the colony, during Fascism, worked as a ‘spazio ideale per il recupero e la 
realizzazione della piena mascolinità’.132 This is evident from the comparison between 
Pinocchio and other characters (all male) who seem to suffer from a ‘malaise of 
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masculinity’. The latter takes the form of a deficiency, in the case of the native Africans, 
who lack masculine characteristics and are therefore bound to be submissive. The English 
man, on the other hand, can be seen as an example of the ‘feminization of privilege’,133 a 
dreadful consequence of modernization.  
 During his first night in Abyssinia, spent in a dreary hut, Pinocchio plans his 
escape, and mentally addressing the Negus he says ‘La tua corte sarà adatta per i signori 
inglesi, ma per noi ci vuole ben altro’134 making clear with the use of the first person 
plural that he is speaking in the name of his country, and that he feels offended in his 
national pride.  
While in Collodi’s story the puppet is easily manipulated by the people he 
encounters, due to his moral weakness and lack of self-control, here the very fact of being 
Italian puts him on a higher level, both physically and intellectually. We can see how the 
African setting becomes an occasion for Pinocchio to reconnect with his racial 
superiority, where the experience of diversity becomes central to the re-evaluation of 
Italianness. While in his hometown he worked as a helper in a confectionery shop, and 
had to use his exceptional speed to escape furious fellow-citizens, in Africa Pinocchio is 
morally superior and physically stronger than everyone else. The story is thus functional 
to the narrative presenting colonialism as a project of expansion and renovation,135 
beneficial to society as a whole. In the final scene of Pinocchio istruttore del Negus, after 
kicking the Negus in the face, Pinocchio runs away, in the hope of rejoining the Italian 
military forces. While waving an Italian flag, he is rescued by an Italian military 
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helicopter whose pilot had immediately recognised him because, as the narrator 
rhetorically asks: ‘Chi è l’italiano che non riconosce Pinocchio anche se un po’ 
abbronzato… dalla cioccolata?’.136 The closing line is especially revealing of how this 
rewriting exploits the ideological implications of the metonymic nature of translation, 
defined by Tymoczko as the power to cast a certain image of the source text and the 
source culture.137 In this respect, Pinocchio istruttore del Negus has shown how 
intralingual translation can be a powerful tool for shaping narratives, as it exploits the 
metonymic value of Collodi’s puppet both as a character and as a literary creation which 
has attained the status of ‘classic’. ‘Relationality’ and ‘temporality’ contribute, once 
again, to the construction of a narrative where the iconic value of the protagonist 
establishes a link with Italian literary and cultural tradition, while his racist and 
imperialistic attitudes reflect the priorities of the foreign policy of the time.  
Pinocchio, as a symbol of Italian identity but also as an ‘internal Other’ in relation 
to Fascist ideology, was rewritten according to different narratives, which emphasise 
different characteristics of the puppet, through a functional appropriation of his original 
traits. The first two rewritings have shown how Collodi's tale was explicitly manipulated 
to serve the propaganda purposes of the regime at various stages of its evolution. In 
particular, while the first text supports a narrative of Fascism as a revolutionary 
movement, the second reflects its efforts to achieve institutionalisation and political 
legitimacy. The latter two have exposed ideological connections and continuities between 
colonial and pre-colonial periods, showing how the image of Africa, constructed by 
European writers and ethnographers, was later appropriated by Fascist imperialist 
discourses. 
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As a metaphor for Italy, in the African context Pinocchio clearly serves a patriotic 
purpose, inscribed within the 'us' versus 'them' rhetoric central to narratives of colonial 
identity. On the other hand, in the earlier rewritings, the 'enemy' is represented either by 
the communists or by non-conformist rebels. The metonymic value of Pinocchio is 
central to all rewritings but it is used to support heterogeneous narratives, revealing 
breaks and continuities both in the public narratives developed by Fascism and in the pre-
existing meta-narratives informing Italian society. 
These intralingual and intertemporal adaptations of Pinocchio have been 
examined in respect to the way in which contributed to the Fascist project of re-modelling 
and re-interpreting of the past to attain national regeneration. Collodi's character was 
particularly suitable to this function: as a puppet, Pinocchio is a protagonist without a 
past, while at the same time his iconic and symbolic significance make him recognisable 
in the most different contexts.  
Through the rewritings of Collodi’s classic, we could also observe how the 
construction of a new Italian identity operated through dynamics of complementarity, 
opposition and exclusion with earlier or conflicting ideological frameworks. The next 
chapter looks at how similar dynamics might be at work in a case of interlingual 
translation. What were the strategies adopted and the challenges faced by Fascist 
translators, when dealing with a foreign classic for children? How is an ‘external Other’ 
presented to Italian child readers, at a time when literature in translation was met with 
growing hostility? These are some of the key questions that will be explored in the 
context of the Italian translations of Alice in Wonderland. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
The Fascist Adventures of Alice in Wonderland1 
 
In their aforementioned work La letteratura per l’infanzia, the writers and critics for 
children Enrichetta Monaci and Giuseppe Fanciulli claim that: 
 
Il 'paese delle meraviglie' attraversato da Alice – abbiamo veduto – è un sogno. Ma il 
Collodi non ha creduto necessario né questo, né altri artifizi. La sua arte afferma 
semplicemente, con la stessa serietà e validità, il vero e il fantastico, facendo 
assegnamento, con sicurezza di non ingannarsi, sulla immaginazione del bambino.2  
 
Monaci and Fanciulli’s commentary on Alice in Wonderland precedes their section on 
Pinocchio and is clearly constructed through opposition. While the fantastic and 
imaginative dimension of Pinocchio is praised for having a real and legitimate 
foundation, Alice is criticised as a frivolous and playful exercise in escapism. The 
authors’ opinion is worth reproducing in its entirety: 
 
Chi è e che cosa compie di tanto straordinario questa Alice? 
In un giorno d'estate, fa un lungo sogno, con tutte le strampelerie e le incongruenze 
che possono capitare nei sogni, e che non tenteremo affatto di riassumere. Certi 
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capitoli hanno la tetra luce dell'incubo, altri si perdono nella nebbia; e inutilmente 
cercheremo, fra tanti casi e tante fastidiose ripetizioni, un filo conduttore o un 
qualsiasi significato generale. Non si può nemmeno parlare di bellezze formali: il 
periodare è secco, più che asciutto, senza particolari finezze o eleganze. 
Allora, a prescindere da alcune considerazioni generali […] vien fatto di credere 
che una delle ragioni di tanta fortuna sia stata l'aperta ed estrema reazione 
‘fantastica’ alla letteratura moraleggiante fino a quel tempo in auge; mentre quella 
esasperazione della ‘fantasia’, pur esercitata a freddo, aveva di per sé attrattive 
considerevoli per la mente infantile.  
In sostanza, queste ‘meraviglie’ appartengono, più che al sogno, alle filastrocche. Il 
racconto ha la snodatura, appunto, della filastrocca; sembra fatto coi ritagli coloriti di 
mille fiabe; e col suo continuo variare e ripetersi, senza mai prender corpo e 
diventare ‘cosa seria’ dal punto di vista dell'arte, assume l'apparenza di un attraente 
giocattolo. Il libro-giocattolo, ecco una grande novità in quel tempo, e bene accetta 
specialmente nel paese ove i guochi sono sempre stati graditissimi ai piccini e ai 
grandi.3  
 
We can see how, according to Monaci and Fanciulli, Alice cannot be considered 
literature, let alone ‘art’. Rather, it is a literary divertissement which pleases children and 
adults alike, given that British people have a ‘natural disposition’ for playful activities. 
While Pinocchio was taken as a symbol of Italian identity, Alice is, according to the 
authors, representative of ‘Britishness’, and this is what made the novel successful in the 
context of its production.  
Further on in the commentary we read: 
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I bambini inglesi sono molto diversi dai nostri, per spirito naturale e per educazione. 
Hanno una caratteristica ingenuità che li rende capaci di ridere e divertirsi anche 
quando dei bambini nostri si annoierebbero o si irriterebbero. Non si tratta di 
un'intelligenza o di una sensibilità minore; si tratta, più che tutto, di una sensibilità 
diversa; essi realizzano un ‘qualche cosa’ che sfugge a dei ragazzi latini; si fermano 
a certi margini della fantasia – per altri perfettamente vuoti – e vi giuocano 
volentieri. I nostri ragazzi esigono molto di più; sia per ridere che per commuoversi; 
e inconsapevolmente richiedono una maggiore consistenza alla realtà estetica, sia 
pure la più delicata e lieve. Sono differenze di carattere – e si notano anche nei 
grandi, oltre che nei piccini – dalle quali dipendono le differenze del gusto.4 
 
As will be shown later, many of these elements will also form the basis of the criticism 
put forward by Fascist intellectuals against Alice on the occasion of the Bologna 
Conference on children’s and youth literature (1938). For now, it is interesting to note 
how both the style and the content of Alice are presented as inherently ‘Other’, being the 
product of a different sensibility which would not appeal to Italian children. The latter are 
more demanding than English children and would not be so easily fooled by the surreal, 
nonsensical world created by Carroll. The rhetoric of difference invoked by Italian critics 
was clearly informed by a nationalist and racist sub-text. However, the very fact that 
Alice was included in this history of children’s literature shows that the international 
success of Carroll’s novel must have had some resonance in Italy. By saying that, in 
reading this novel, Italian children ‘si annoierebbero o si irriterebbero’, the authors are 
clearly trying to discourage adults from placing the book in the hands of young readers, at 
a time when foreign literature was, in fact, very successful.  
                                                
 
4 Ibid., p. 102. 
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Given these premises, the translations of Alice which were published during the 
1930s were the result of a negotiation between conflicting conceptions of childhood, each 
defined by different sets of values. On the one hand, there were the poetic and 
pedagogical principles underlying Italian children’s literature, combined with the 
regime’s directives; on the other, translators had to negotiate with the remarkably 
different historical and ideological frame within which Alice was created.  
This chapter focuses on the translations of Carroll’s work carried out by Maria 
Giuseppina Rinaudo (1931) and Mario Benzi (1935), as the only two which were 
published during Fascism and which have been preserved until the present day.5 The 
main questions will be: how did Italian translators negotiate the differences between the 
source and the target context, in a highly politicised environment? Which strategies did 
they employ, and for what goals?  
The analysis will adopt a sociological perspective. If we consider that Benzi’s 
translation was reprinted twice, in 1938 and 1940 – that is, even after the book had been 
officially condemned at the Bologna conference – we can see how multiple agencies as 
well as different, sometimes conflicting, interests were involved in the translation 
process. How can we interpret this, in relation to the Fascist context? Did the translations 
of Alice serve a conservative function, thus making the text acceptable to the target 
culture, or did they rather introduce innovative elements?    
Before we start answering these questions, it is useful to look at Carroll’s novel in 
its context of production and at its early reception in Italy, in order to set the background 
for the discussion to follow. 
                                                
 
5 There are reasons to believe that another translation of Alice had been published during the 1930s, by 
writer and translator for children Scilla Alfieri. The text however is impossible to find in any Italian library, 
as Vagliani confirms in his accurate and comprehensive listing of Alice’s translations. See Pompeo 
Vagliani, Quando Alice incontrò Pinocchio. Le edizioni italiane di Alice tra testo e contesto (Turin: 
Trauben, 1998). 
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1. Alice in Wonderland in the English and Italian Literary Traditions 
 
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland6 appeared in England in 1865, marking the highlight 
of the so-called golden age of children’s literature and determining a turning point in 
literary production for children. 
Despite its revolutionary impact, Carroll’s masterpiece was not written in a 
vacuum, and its innovatory spirit can only be understood by taking into account the 
context of Victorian children’s literature. The latter was dominated, in the second half of 
the eighteenth century, by a ‘didactic school’ of writers. For instance, Carroll was already 
working on his masterpiece when Charles Kingsley’s The Water Babies (1863), a 
children’s parable imbued with religious symbolism, was released obtaining immediate 
success. On a broader cultural level, writers of the didactic school were partly influenced 
by Locke’s ideas about the child, seen as a tabula rasa to be filled with knowledge and 
education. Moreover, Rousseau’s emphasis on education as a process of realization of the 
natural man contributed in reinforcing the primarily pedagogic purpose of children’s 
books.7  From the mid nineteenth century, the influence of Romanticism also determined 
a revaluation of popular culture that had important consequences for children’s literature. 
In a similar fashion to the literary revaluation of folk tradition operated by the brothers 
Grimm in nineteenth-century Germany,8 English nursery rhymes and nonsense tales 
started to be seen as valuable aspects of the national heritage, as shown by the 1843 
                                                
 
6 From now on, I will refer to Alice in Wonderland as Alice. 
7 Interestingly, Rousseau’s opinions on children’s education were appropriated selectively by writers of the 
time, and some of his ideas (i.e. his disapproval of books for children) were ignored. 
8 The volumes which compose Kinder- und Hausmärchen, translated into English as The Children’s and 
Household Tales, appeared between 1812 and 1857. 
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collection The Nursery Rhymes of England by James O. Halliwell.9 Even though the 
volume was not primarily intended for children, it was still considered appropriate for the 
young, and, in promoting nursery rhymes to literary status, it contributed to the 
emergence of literary nonsense.  The latter was already part of the English literary 
tradition, as argued by Strachey in his essay ‘Nonsense as a fine art’ (1888), where the 
author aims to demonstrate how nonsense should not be confined to children’s literature 
or popular culture, but rather it should be seen as part of the national literary canon.10 The 
essay was written in celebration of the death of Strachey’s friend Edward Lear, a multi-
talented artist, especially famous for having popularised limericks. In his Book of 
Nonsense, written in 1846 for the children of his patron, Lear shows the humorous 
potential of nonsense, thus deviating from the educative and utilitarian purpose informing 
Victorian children’s literature.  
 In this context, Alice seems to stand in contrast to a tradition of didacticism which 
informed the mainstream of children’s literature, whilst also having its roots in a popular, 
as well as literary, tradition of nonsense. The exceptionality of Carroll’s work was 
recognized by his contemporaries who, in literary reviews11 published in journals of the 
time, highlight the shift away from didacticism operated by Alice, as well as the new 
focus on fantasy. When the text was appropriated by academic literary culture, its 
revolutionary aspects continued to be praised and analysed from different angles. Most 
critics agreed in recognizing in Alice the first example of modern children’s literature, 
that is, literature written to charm and amuse child readers, rather than to merely 
                                                
 
9On the influence of earlier children’s literature on Carroll’s novel, see Ronald Reichertz, The Making of 
the Alice Books (Montreal: Mcgill-Queen's University Press, 1997). 
10 Strachey mentions Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Swift, Sterne, Lamb and Tennyson as literary pioneers 
of nonsense. See Jean-Jacques Lecercle, Philosophy of Nonsense. The Intuitions of Victorian Nonsense 
Literature (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 185. 
11 A collection of early reviews of Alice can be found in Jabberwocky: The Journal of the Lewis Carroll 
Society, 9 (winter 1979-1980 autumn 1980). 
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indoctrinate them. The reasons behind such an innovative approach are often linked to the 
genesis of the text; Carroll was writing for a real child and about a real child,12 and such a 
special relationship between narrator and narratee determined, in turn, a new attitude 
towards the implied readers.  
 Critics have shown how, despite its innovatory qualities, Alice is firmly rooted in 
the socio-cultural context of its production. The puns, the parody of the poems, and the 
characters – supposedly inspired by real friends of Carroll and personalities of his time – 
position this work in the Victorian era, a context which is also essential to the humorous 
effect. Moreover, if on the one hand Alice stands out as a criticism of the Victorian 
treatment of children, on the other it is also a product of its time. In this regard, some 
scholars have argued that Carroll’s treatment of his heroine gives evidence of a fetishist 
view of the child, while also revealing a certain degree of adult sadism,13 as shown, for 
example, by the author’s manipulation of Alice’s body.14  
 The revolutionary nature of Alice, as well as the book’s close connections with the 
socio-cultural context of production, posed significant problems for the Italian translators 
of the time. Besides the linguistic challenges of a story where one of the main characters 
                                                
 
12 Barbara Wall, The Narrator’s Voice: the Dilemma of Children’s Fiction (London: Macmillan, 1991), p. 
97. 
13 Goldwaithe claims that ‘Alice laughs but three times […] Against this weigh the unending puzzlement 
and the frequency with which, like a startled eye, this dilates into apprehension, dismay, even terror. Add to 
this moment the four occasions she is provoked to actual tears and the seventeen to defensive fits of 
temper’ in John Goldthwaite, The Natural History of Make-Believe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998), p. 76. 
14 I particularly refer to the work of Joseph Zornado, who points out how the nightmarish adventures of 
Alice may be seen as a reflection of the author’s experiences as a child. Speaking about Charles Dogson, he 
says that ‘his Alice texts rely on an ideological hierarchy that justifies adult power and adult manipulation 
of the body even as it scrutinizes it’ (113) and: ‘Alice believes that she has no right to defend herself, for 
she is just a child’ (Ibid.). The scholar goes on to argue that Alice’s adventures clearly show the ‘absolute, 
capricious, and terrifying power the adult has over the child’ (116). As a result, Dogson’s novel is defined 
as an ambivalent narrative, one that ‘explicitly attacks – and yet quietly celebrates – the corrosive pleasures 
of the adult’s manipulation of the child’ (118). In Inventing the Child: Culture, Ideology and the History of 
Childhood (London: Routledge, 2006). 
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is the English language itself,15 translators were also faced with problems relating to the 
situation of Italian children’s literature.  The linguistic sophistication of a novel such as 
Alice did not find an equivalent in the Italian books for children of the time. Like any 
form of parody, nonsense requires a shared code to be subverted, and this was missing in 
post-Risorgimento Italy. Following the nation’s political unification, realized only in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, the country was still extremely diversified, both 
culturally and linguistically. Given the high rate of illiteracy, wordplay and linguistic 
innovativeness were not yet part of children’s literature, which served primarily didactic 
purposes. As we have seen, the first Italian books produced specifically for children were 
school readings, such as the aforementioned Giannetto by Luigi Parravicini (1837) or 
Collodi’s Giannettino (1877) and Minuzzolo (1878). Even Pinocchio, despite being 
innovative in other aspects, refrained from linguistic experimentation and was written in 
the Florentine dialect, which was the dominant language of culture. 
 However, the difficulties faced by the first Italian translators of Alice cannot be 
entirely ascribed to the specific situation of a ‘young’ country such as Italy. Italian 
literature also lacked a tradition of literary nonsense, since puns and wordplay had been 
for a long time relegated to the oral culture of nursery rhymes.16 As a result, for reasons 
intrinsic to both Italian children’s literature and Italy’s literary tradition, the complexity 
of Alice was extremely challenging to render into the target system. This was already 
evident from the translations published from the end of the nineteenth century. The first 
                                                
 
15 William H. Auden, ‘Today's 'Wonder-World' Needs Alice’ in Aspects of Alice: Lewis Carroll's 
Dreamchild As Seen Through the Critics' Looking-Glasses 1865-1971, ed. by Robert S. Phillips (New 
York: The Vanguard Press, 1971), pp. 3-12, (p. 9). 
16 It is only in the 1950s that the work of Gianni Rodari gives wordplay a literary dignity, introducing it in 
Italian children’s literature. This does not mean that children were not exposed to wordplay before then, for 
example in fairy tales and nursery rhymes. As Maria Nikolajkeva maintains, ‘Folktales existed long before 
childhood was apprehended as a category’. In Children’s Literature Comes of Age: Toward a New 
Aesthetic Approach (New York: Garland Pub., 1996), p. 14. 
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Italian translation of Alice was commissioned by Carroll to a friend, the Italian patriot 
Teodorico Pietrocòla-Rossetti, and appeared in Italy in 1872, but only with a limited 
print-run.17 It is through Emma Cagli’s version (1908) that the text became known to 
Italian readers, especially as it also circulated as a supplement to the national newspaper 
Il Giornale d’Italia. A further translation, published anonymously but commonly 
attributed to Silvio Spaventa Filippi, appeared in 1911. During Fascism, aspects of 
Carroll’s text which were at odds with the Italian tradition would acquire a political 
dimension, for reasons that will be explored in the next section. 
1.2 The Fascist Criticism 
As we have already noted in Chapter One, on the occasion of the 1938 Bologna 
conference a number of foreign books were disapproved of as being unsuitable for Italian 
children. The Fascist intellectual Nazareno Padellaro18 listed Kipling, Alcott, Micaelis 
and Travers among the foreign authors who were morally harmful to Italian young 
readers. He had particularly harsh words for Alice, which he claimed to be pervaded by a: 
 
Atmosfera da incubo che […] finisce per deformare quel senso plastico delle cose e 
quindi quel giudizio obiettivo di esse che è il dono innato di tutti gli Italiani […] in 
cui gli oggetti, più ancora delle persone sono sotto l’azione del cloroformio. Le 
bestie non parlano con arguzia come nelle fiabe. Nessun personaggio riesce a 
recitare una poesia […] Se lo spirito anglosassone ama simili ebbrezze, non si 
                                                
 
17 In her article on the Italian translations of Alice, Adele Cammarata states that one hundred copies of the 
translation were printed by Turin publisher Loescher. ‘La Ricreazione di Alice’, inTRAlinea, 5 (2002). 
<http://www.intralinea.org/archive/article/1621> [accessed 2 May 2012] 
18 Nazareno Padellaro wrote articles and books about Fascism and education, such as Scuola Fascista 
(1927), Scuola e rivoluzione (1933), ‘Delitti di lesa infanzia’ in La Nuova Antologia (1938), ‘Il bene 
comune’ in Fascismo educatore (1938), and he was the author of several schoolbooks for the primary 
school. In 1929, he was part of the committee for the creation of the libro unico di stato, and his name 
appears among the signers of the Manifesto della razza (1938). 
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comprende perché si dovrebbe ad esse iniziare il nostro fanciullo, che per 
disposizione di spirito piega all’obiettivo tutto quello che tenta di rarefarsi nel 
sogno.19 
 
The main reasons behind the disapproval of Alice lie in its foreignness, as well as in its 
being a work of ‘dangerously imaginative’ and unrealistic fantasy. Both these elements 
were blamed for their power to ‘intoxicate’ Italian young minds with foreign influences. 
On the contrary, as we saw in Chapter One, the Bologna conference promoted a realistic, 
politically-oriented literature, which presented Fascism as the best possible reality for the 
Italian nation. Similar ideas were already circulating in the press, as we can see from 
Walter Padulano’s claim, from the pages of a popular yearly-published almanac, that 
children’s literature should draw inspiration from Fascist life, whose heroic and 
adventurous spirit could successfully replace old-fashioned stories and folk tales.20  
As an unconventional, foreign book for children, Alice clearly did not conform to 
the values and objectives of Fascist literature, to the point of being presented as 
emblematic of the threat posed by children’s literature in translation. This apparently 
naïve and innocuous work of fantasy opened up a window on at least two different 
worlds. First, that of Wonderland, with its dangerously familiar and yet absurd situations 
and characters; second, the reality of Victorian England, whose social and moral 
conventions were exposed and ridiculed by the young female protagonist. We have seen 
how, despite being innovative in relation to previous children’s literature, Carroll’s story 
was produced within a certain ideological context, from which the author himself was not 
                                                
 
19 Convegno, pp. 40-1. 
20 ‘La loro vita è così densa di eroismo e di audacia che non c’è più bisogno di ricorrere al fantastico’ and  
‘La letteratura preparata per loro deve rispondere a questo desiderio di grandezza e di gloria’ in Walter 
Padulano, ‘I libri per i ragazzi’, Almanacco della Donna Italiana (Florence: Bemporad, 1928), p. 185-8 (p- 
1888). 
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immune. When Alice was transposed into the context of Fascist Italy, both aspects were 
problematic, for not only was the novel considered as devoid of any educational function, 
but it was also irreducibly ‘foreign’. As Martin Gardner maintains, the world created by 
Carroll is so specific to its time and place that even contemporary English readers may 
find it ‘random and pointless’.21 As a consequence, Gardner says, ‘we need to know a 
great many things that are not part of the text if we wish to capture its full wit and 
flavour’.22 On the other hand, any interest or curiosity about foreign cultures and 
traditions were strongly discouraged by Fascism, especially when children were involved. 
The Giornale della Libreria, the official journal of Italian publishers, summarizes the 
result of the Bologna conference saying that: ‘Bambino e ragazzo devono essere educati 
in modo esclusivamente italiano e fascista’.23  
The ‘otherness’ of Alice did not lie only in its cultural and linguistic difference, 
but was also determined by its literary form. As Rosemary Jackson claims: ‘Fantastic 
literature has always been concerned with revealing and exploring the interrelations of 
the ‘I’ and the ‘not-I’ or self and other’.24 This is mostly evident in Alice, where the 
encounters with the creatures of Wonderland confront the heroine with the unstable, ever-
changing nature of the self, while also exposing the arbitrary quality of social 
conventions. In this regard, Jackson defines fantasy as ‘literature of subversion’, arguing 
that: ‘A fantasy story is based on and controlled by an overt violation of what is generally 
accepted as possibility […] Such violation of dominant assumptions threatens to subvert 
(overturn, upset, undermine) rules and conventions taken to be normative’.25 In this 
                                                
 
21 Lewis Carroll, The Annotated Alice, ed. by Martin Gardner (London: Penguin, 2001), p. xviii 
22 Ibid. 
23 Carlo Marrubini reported on the conference in GDL: Giornale della libreria (19 November 1938), 325-7 
(p. 325). 
24 Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: the Literature of Subversion (London: Routledge, 1988), p. 53. 
25 Jackson, Fantasy. Ibid., p. 14. 
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regard, Wonderland functions as a parallel world where familiar situations are subverted, 
thus offering an implicit criticism of Victorian society. 
Besides the ‘otherness’ of Alice, carrying subversive implications, Italian 
translators were also confronted with the several innovatory aspects introduced by 
Carroll’s novel.  
First, it has been argued that one of the most innovative features of Carroll’s novel 
concerns the narratorial stance. In her extensive work on the voice of the narrator in 
children’s literature, Barbara Wall claims that Alice marks the beginning of a new way of 
addressing the child reader as a single addressee, disregarding the adult reader26. Both the 
child protagonist and the implied reader receive a similar treatment, inasmuch as they are 
neither instructed nor patronized by the narrator, who presents himself as their friend. 
Furthermore, the spirit of mockery of authority which pervades Alice is not 
counterbalanced by any positive adult figures with whom the readers could identify. Such 
a shift in the traditional power dynamic between children and adults, described by 
Lecercle as a ‘change in the otherness of the child’27 sharply clashes with Fascist ideas. 
As Francesco Sapori said in his intervention at the Bologna conference, ‘Il libro è il più 
delicato ed efficacie strumento di elevazione del fanciullo’,28 thus reaffirming the 
educational value of children’s books and the asymmetrical relationship between adult 
educators and child learners.  
Second, a central aspect of the novel regards the creative use of language. As 
Auden maintained, ‘one of the most important and powerful characters […] is not a 
                                                
 
26 Wall, The Narrator’s Voice. 
27 Jean-Jacques Lecercle, ‘Nonsense and Politics’ in Nonsense and Other Senses. Regulated Absurdity in 
Literature, ed. by Carlo Caruso and Elisabetta Tarantino (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2009 2009), pp. 357-80 (p. 358). 
28 ‘Gusti letterari dei ragazzi’, p. 27. 
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person but the English language’.29 The language of Alice, however, is not used to 
construct a coherent and meaningful narrative, nor does it instruct the reader with notions 
of common sense. Rather, it is the language of nonsense, which, by questioning the 
reliability of linguistic utterances, reveals itself as ambiguous and open to interpretations. 
In this way, both the authority of language as a legitimate and effective communicative 
code, and the authority behind language are challenged and deconstructed. As Meloni 
says, when confronted with the nonsensical nature of the language of Wonderland ‘Viene 
automatico chiedersi […] a chi spetti l’autorità di creare un codice’.30 
The utter incompatibility between nonsense and totalitarian views has been 
pointed out by critics, such as Lecercle, who argued that Alice represents a ‘statement of 
linguistic liberation’ as well as a ‘political act’, since the protagonist’s ‘healthy 
individualism contrasts with totalitarian absorption of the individual within the 
collective’.31 In this regard, we have seen how Fascism used both oral and written 
language as a fundamental instrument to subordinate individuals to the state. Besides the 
use of political speeches already mentioned in relation to Pinocchio, the regime made a 
wide use of slogans, in order to make its values and objectives both accessible and 
appealing to the masses. As Lecercle points out ‘A slogan does not merely celebrate an 
historical event, it is a historical event itself’.32 On a similar note, Gibelli refers to the 
‘reificazione della parola Mussoliniana’ which he describes as ‘l’ idea che le parole del 
capo […] si traducessero in immediate realizzazioni’.33 It is easy to imagine how such use 
of language as a tool for political manipulation stood in sharp contrast with the 
subversive power of Carrollian nonsense. The latter was especially difficult to translate 
                                                
 
29 Auden, ‘Today’s “Wonder-World” Needs Alice.’, p. 9. 
30 Irene Meloni, La logica del nonsenso (Milan: Cooperativa libraria I.U.L.M., 1995), p. 29. 
31 Lecercle, ‘Nonsense and Politics’, p. 15. 
32 Jean-Jacques Lecercle, The Violence of Language (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 12. 
33 Antonio Gibelli, Il popolo bambino, p. 225. 
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into the target context if we consider that Alice, as a book for children, was expected to 
have an explicit educational function.  
Moreover, the language of children’s literature has profound implications for the 
construction of identity. On the one hand, as Bradford maintains, ‘children’s texts 
purposively intervene in children’s lives to propose ways of being in the world’,34 thus 
performing an educational function. On the other, we have seen how children’s literature 
was born within a nationalist framework, since it served as a means to develop literacy 
skills. Margaret Meek claims that books for children are central to the ‘development of 
children’s understanding of both belonging (being one of us) and differentiation (being 
other)’.35 During Fascism, discourses of identity-formation, which had been particularly 
dominant at the time of Italy’s unification, were re-appropriated to serve the project of 
national regeneration. In this context, the language of children’s literature was 
particularly significant in its implications for national identity.  
In this regard, Rose has pointed out how children’s literature is often exploited by 
adults to project an image of reality which is deprived of its elements of instability - 
among which is language. In books for children, she argues, ‘the child can be used to 
hold off a panic, a threat to our assumption that language is something which can simply 
be organised and coherent’.36 In the case of Alice, the protagonist performs the opposite 
function. By turning the marginal position she occupies as a child into a privileged 
perspective, she reveals the ‘irrationality of the English language’,37 while also unveiling 
the nonsensical nature of social conventions. Conversely, Fascist policies on language 
and, more broadly, on education, aimed to neutralize ‘otherness’ by assimilating it to the 
                                                
 
34 Bradford, Unsettling Narratives, p. 6. 
35 Meek, Children’s Literature, p. x. 
36 Rose, The Case of Peter Pan, p. 10. 
37 Anne K. Mellor, English Romantic Irony (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1980), p. 171. 
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dominant discourse. A significant example of this can be found in the linguistic policies 
of the regime which, already from the late 1920s, sought to oppose the use of minority 
languages, regional dialects, as well as foreign words.38 From 1941, the already 
mentioned Commissione per l’Italianità della lingua was created with the purpose of 
cleansing Italian language from any foreign influences. It might be argued that significant 
examples of linguistic experimentation during Fascism can be found in the production of 
the Futurist movement, which advocated the need to break traditional grammar rules and 
conventions. However, as far as children’s literature was concerned, the views expressed 
by Italian Futurism were aligned with those of the regime. This is evident from Tommaso 
Marinetti’s role as a chair of the Bologna conference, but also from the ‘Poema dei 
giocattoli guerreschi’ published a couple of years afterwards, where the poet strongly 
criticises the ‘grondaie piagnucolose’39 of Italian traditional children’s books, calling for 
the creation of a Fascist literature for children, based on the celebration of war.  
The disruption of semiosis, caused by the discrepancy between signifier and 
signified, does not only affect language; it also results in a rhetorical device which by 
definition escapes totalitarian control, namely irony. While the characters in Wonderland 
take themselves very seriously, the reader is invited to sympathize with Alice’s sceptical 
attitude and therefore to question the accepted norms of the adult world. If we look at 
Fascist journals and propagandistic materials, we can see how humour was used as a 
weapon to ridicule the opponents. We can find evidence of this in the Fascist anti-
bourgeois campaigns, for instance, relying on articles and funny pictures where middle-
                                                
 
38 See in particular Naomi Klein, La political linguistica del fascismo (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1986) and La lingua 
italiana e il fascismo, ed. by Erasmo Leso, Michele A. Cortelazzo, Ivano Paccagnella and Fabio Foresti (Bologna: 
Consorzio Provinciale Pubblica Lettura, 1978). 
39Filippo T. Marinetti, ‘Poema dei giocattoli guerreschi: ai pupi di tutti i combattenti’, Autori e Scrittori, 
5.12 (December 1940), pp. 10-12, (p. 10).  
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class stereotypes were exposed and derided40. Such derogatory humour had nothing in 
common with the complex irony of Alice, and was often part of racist discourses 
combining anti-Negro and anti-Jewish elements. While, in Carroll’s work, humour is 
used as a destabilizing force, in the propagandistic materials produced by the regime it 
performed the opposite function of nurturing and protecting a collective identity.   
Thirdly, in talking about identity, Jacqueline Rose points how adult writers 
construct idealized images of childhood which are meant to appeal to real children. 
According to Rose:  ‘if children's fiction builds an image of the child inside the book, it 
does so in order to secure the child who is outside the book, the one who does not come 
so easily within its grasp’.41 We can notice, in this respect, a fundamental difference 
between the main character of Alice and the concept of childhood emerging from the 
regime’s propaganda and educational policies. Whilst the latter were characterized by the 
imposition of discipline and order, Carroll’s heroine is portrayed in a non-conventional 
way, where her identity becomes a site of negotiation and contradictions. As Rose points 
out: ‘literary fantasies violate the most cherished of all human unities: the unity of 
character’,42 presenting ‘very different images of identity from the solid bodies found in 
realistic fiction’.43 This is certainly the case in Alice, where the protagonist loses her 
sense of identity as a result of her lack of control over her bodily changes.44 On the other 
hand, the body of the idealised and normalised Fascist child was regimented by 
                                                
 
40 See Thomas Buzzegoli, ‘L’umorismo anti-borghese e le ossessioni della stampa fascista’, Italia 
Contemporanea, 239/240 (2005), 173-90. 
41 Rose, The case of Peter Pan, p. 2. 
42 Ibid, p.  82. 
43 Ibid., p. 83 
44 In Chapter Two, after several changes in her body size, Alice cries: ‘Who in the world am I? Ah, that’s 
the great puzzle!’ in Carroll, The Annotated, p. 22. Later in Chapter Five, when she struggles to answer the 
Caterpillar’s insisting question about her identity, she comments that: ‘Being so many different sizes in a 
day is very confusing’ in Carroll, The Annotated, p. 54.  
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gymnastic displays and trained to perform in mass ceremonies, which Gentile describes 
as an ‘essential component of the totalitarian project of mass mobilisation’.45  
Finally, what made the narrative even more unusual for the Italian context was the 
fact that Alice was a little girl, living incredible adventures which would traditionally be 
associated with a male protagonist.  In this regard, Robert Leeson goes as far as to see in 
Alice ‘a strange, indirect tribute to the influence of the growing women’s movement’.46 If 
we look at the school reading books produced by Fascism, we notice a rigid adherence to 
traditional feminine and masculine roles. A typical example can be found in a primary 
school textbook of the time, where we read:  
 
Albina ha un bel libro illustrato […] parla di bambini buoni, di bambole, di burattini. 
Baldo ha avuto un altro libro dal babbo: parla della nostra patria, dei soldati, della 
bandiera, di Benito Mussolini e dei Balilla. Sarà più bello il libro di Albina o il libro 
di Baldo?.47  
 
This brief extract contains a double message: not only should modern Fascist texts be 
preferred to traditional ones, including classics, as shown by the indirect reference to 
Pinocchio, but also, boys, rather than girls, are expected to be protagonists of the Fascist 
adventure.  
                                                
 
45 Gentile, The Struggle, p. 122. 
46 Robert Leeson, Reading and Righting (London: Collins, 1985), p. 107. On a similar vein, Italian actress 
Lella Costa, in her preface to a recent Italian edition of Alice, says about the protagonist ‘Alice e la sua 
curiosità. Alice e il suo coraggio, la sua determinazione ad andare avanti comunque a tutti i costi, pur di 
scoprire un altro pezzo di mondo […] Alice che non avrebbe potuto essere altro che una donna’ in Lewis 
Carroll, Alice nel paese delle meraviglie, trans. by Andrea Casoli (Milan: Baldini Castoldi Dalai, 2010), pp. 
7-12 (p. 8). 
47Alfredo Petrucci, Angelo Zammarchi, and Cesare Angelini, L'italiano Nuovo: Letture della 2a classe 
elementare (Rome: Libreria dello stato, 1937), p. 59. 
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It is clear from the above analysis that both the notion of language as a 
‘normalized product’, in Bourdieu’s definition,48 and the normative concept of childhood 
promoted by the regime were deeply challenged by a literary work such as Alice. 
Through the experiences of a protagonist who thought and acted like a real child, Italian 
readers were confronted with the nonsensical nature of Wonderland and exposed to an 
alien culture. 
2. Why Translate Alice? 
 
Following the analysis presented above, the rejection of Alice at the Bologna conference 
should not come as a surprise. However, despite the strong criticism expressed by 
Padellaro, no official action was taken to withdraw the book from the market and Alice 
continued to circulate after 1938. 
Multiple reasons can be offered for this, mainly ascribable, in Bourdieusian terms, 
to the economic and the cultural capital of Carroll’s novel, but also to the specific 
situation of Italian children’s literature. 
Talking about the literary status of Alice, it is worth noting that the novel was not 
immediately successful at the time of its publication. The first reviews published soon 
after 1865, show a ‘mild acceptance’ of Carroll’s novel, seen as nothing more than ‘an 
amusing piece of nonsense’.49 However, only a few years later, when Through the 
Looking Glass came out in 1872, an article in The Spectator refers to Alice as ‘beyond 
question, supreme among modern books for children’.50 The (anonymous) journalist also 
argues for the necessity of translating Alice into as many languages as possible, thus 
                                                
 
48 Bordieu, Language and Symbolic Power, p. 45 
49 Elizabeth A. Cripps, ‘Alice and the Reviewers’, Children's Literature, 11 (1983), 32-48 (p. 36). 
50 ‘Alice Translated’, The Spectator (7 August 1869), pp. 932-33 (p. 933). 
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acknowledging its universal appeal and its potential to become a classic. With regards to 
the reception of Alice in Italy, by the time the book appeared in Italian, it had already 
been circulating in German and French since 1869. When the second translation by Cagli 
came out in 1908, Italian children’s literature was experiencing a ‘golden age’, which 
made it exceptionally receptive to foreign influences. As Vagliani points out, the first 
quarter of the twentieth century is the time when famous periodicals for children start 
being published in Italy, such as Il Giornalino della Domenica (1906) or Il Corriere dei 
Piccoli, (1908).  
Moreover, it is in these years that the work of important English authors becomes 
known and is translated into Italian (e.g. Arthur Mee’s Children’s Encyclopaedia (1909) 
and of the already mentioned The Water Babies by Charles Kingsley, translated by 
Matilde Gioli as I bambini acquatici in 1911).51 In this context, and since Italy was an 
open-market economy, Italian publishers were eager to introduce foreign best-sellers. 
Those which had already been translated into French were regarded as especially 
dangerous competition, since most educated Italians could read French. We can see how, 
from a polysystemic perspective, the translation of Alice into Italian represents an 
interesting case, since the book was imported into the Italian system on the basis of 
having been canonized in a foreign system. Italian literature, however, lacked a 
corresponding model for Alice, which, as a translated book for children, remained for a 
long time at the periphery of the literary polysystem.  
By the time Fascism came to power, the status of Alice was substantially 
unaltered, with only one translation having appeared after Cagli’s version (the 1911 
version by Silvio Spaventa Filippi), showing how Carroll’s novel was still far from 
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becoming a classic. Very different, however, were the ideological and material conditions 
of cultural production, given the regime’s attempt to establish hegemonic control over 
Italian society. In this regard, it is useful to consider André Lefevere’s notion of 
‘patronage’, described as ‘the powers (persons, institutions) that can further or hinder the 
reading, writing and rewriting of literature’.52 According to Lefevere, patronage can be 
either differentiated, when economic success is relatively independent of ideological 
factors, or undifferentiated, when ideological, economic and status components are all 
dispensed by the same person or institutional body. While Lefevere refers to totalitarian 
systems as an example of undifferentiated patronage, the Italian context is far more 
complex, as the case of Alice reveals. Italy had a free market, while at the same time 
being run by a dictatorial regime, and this made the literary system a site for negotiation 
where political, economic, and aesthetic factors overlapped and inevitably clashed. The 
translation of Alice is therefore the result of a compromise between the different agencies 
involved in what Bourdieu calls the ‘symbolic struggle’ underlying social relations.  
The dual nature of Alice in Italy, as a canonical work of literature which 
nonetheless had a relatively low literary status, might account for the relatively free 
circulation of the book, in defiance of the regime’s condemnation. However, we should 
not underestimate the fact that, even when they were not explicitly manipulated and 
distorted to reflect Fascist values, translations were still affected by the highly politicized 
environment of their production. With publishers operating under the constant threat of 
censorship, the main concern for translators was that of striking a balance between the 
diverse interests at stake, and this implied a certain degree of self-censorship. As a 
consequence, when examining the translations of Alice, it is important to look beyond the 
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explicit cases of Fascist manipulation, in order to consider the broader context within 
which translators operated.  
In this regard, it is worth pointing out that, soon after the end of World War II, 
there was a dramatic rise in the publication of new translations of Carroll’s novel, which 
have been continuously reprinted until the present day.53 On the one hand, the renewed 
interest in Alice can be seen in connection with the development of children’s literature, 
where more models became available, thus allowing for linguistic innovation and 
creativity. On the other, the fall of Fascism was fundamental to the creation of a less 
authoritarian as well as depoliticised view on children’s literature, which also fostered a 
greater openness to foreign influences. 
 
3. The Translations: The Paratext 
3.1 The Translators  
The sociology of translation regards the translator as ‘a member of a socio-cultural 
community called upon to interact within the community’s structuring and structural 
dimensions’.54 As a result, all aspects of the translation process are, to different degrees 
and in different ways, affected by the larger social framework. The way in which 
translators position themselves in relation to social constraints has been described through 
                                                
 
53 Not only did the number of translations increase after 1945, but also Alice started to be perceived as 
something more than a children’s story. The social satire informing Carroll’s novel is highlighted by 
Tommaso Giglio in the introduction to his 1950 translation, when he says that:  ‘Al tempo della Regina 
Vittoria, come anche oggi, non tutti erano felici come sembrava. Anzi, la felicità di alcuni spesso si basava 
sulle disgrazie degli altri’ Lewis Carroll, Alice nel paese delle meraviglie, trans. by Tommaso Giglio 
(Milan: Universale Economica, 1950), p. XII.  
54 Denis Merkle, ‘Translation constraints and the “sociological turn” in literary translation studies’ in 
Beyond Descriptive Translation Studies, ed. by Anthony Pym, Miriam Schlesinger and Daniel Simeoni 
(Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2008), pp. 175-86 (p. 175). 
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the notion of ‘translation norms’.55 The latter, whose binding force ranges from strict 
rules to conventions, are determined by the expectations of the target readership, which, 
in turn, produce a certain professional response from translators.56 At the same time, 
translators are first of all readers of the original text, therefore their own ‘horizon of 
expectation’57 as readers should not be disregarded. This aspect is particularly important 
when a book perceived as innovatory enters a literary system through translation. In the 
case of children’s literature, translators are expected to produce a new version which 
conforms to adult demands, while also being appropriate and comprehensible58 for young 
readers. 
We can imagine how, within the Fascist political context described above, where 
Italian identity was protected against foreign influences, the role of translators as cultural 
mediators was especially problematic. Not only did the translators of Alice have to take 
into account children’s and adults’ response to Carroll’s novel: they also had to negotiate 
between the publishers’ economic interests and the regime’s  ideological requirements. 
The professional image of a translator also influences the way in which a text is 
received by its readers, thus contributing to shape their expectations. For this reason, we 
might claim that the identity of the translators can be seen as one of the ‘factual 
manifestations’ of the paratext, defined by Genette as the extra-textual elements ‘whose 
existence alone, if known to the public, provides some commentary on the text and 
influences how the text is received’.59 
                                                
 
55 Theo Hermans, ‘Translation and normativity’ in Translation and Norms, ed., by Christina Schaeffner 
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58 Shavit, Poetics. 
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The two translators who produced the Italian versions of Alice published under 
the regime had a very different professional status, which in turn evoked different 
associations – as well as expectations – in readers. 
No information was found on Maria Giuseppina Rinaudo, author of the 1931 
translation. However, if we hypothesize that Rinaudo is a simplification of the name 
‘Reynaudo’, this leads us to consider the historical figure of Giacomo Paolo Reynaudo 
(1888-1956). A Tuscan writer and journalist, Reynaudo had become, in 1925, director of 
Bemporad publishing, while in 1948 he was appointed editor-in-chief of the children's 
magazine Il Corriere dei Ragazzi. In the Bemporad archive, survives evidence of a 
correspondence dated 1959-1965 between the publisher and Reynaudo’s heirs, identified 
as Maria Reynaudo Giazzi and Bernardino Reynaudo. Maria Reynaudo, wife of Giacomo 
Paolo, had in fact published a book, L’uccellino dei sogni e altre storie per bambini 
(1946), and appears as the author of various translations of children’s stories by John 
Ruskin and Oscar Wilde. With regards to the translation of Alice, several hypotheses can 
be offered. One possibility is that Maria Reynaudo was the author of the 1931 version 
even though, in this case, there would be a considerable time gap between this translation 
and her first book, which was released more than ten years later. We might also speculate 
that the translation was made by Giacomo Paolo Reynaudo himself, under a female 
pseudonym, given that it was not uncommon for the directors of publishing houses to 
translate books anonymously or under fictitious names.60 Regardless of the real identity 
of Maria Giuseppina Rinaudo which, at this stage, is not possible to verify, it is worth 
pointing out that her name was not already known to readers when her translation of Alice 
appeared in 1931.   
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On the other hand Mario Benzi, nom de plume of Mario Benzing (1896-1958), 
who signed the 1935 version, was a prolific translator who had also written one novel and 
several biographies of historical figures.61 Between 1929 and 1941, Benzi translated more 
than 90 books from English, German and French, belonging to various genres, especially 
popular fiction and children’s literature, for the main Italian publishers of the time, such 
as Bemporad, Bompiani and Mondadori. Among others, Benzing translated Joseph 
Conrad, Edgar Allan Poe, Jack London and Rudyard Kipling. A website dedicated to him 
and his son, journalist Enrico Benzing, now collects all the information about his life and 
work.62 Moreover, in recent years, a new correspondence between the translator and the 
publisher Bemporad has been discovered and analysed in relation to the important role 
played by Mario Benzing within the Italian literary community.63 
We can easily imagine how readers’ expectations and reception of the two 
translations could have been affected by the different degree of popularity and reputation 
of the translators. While Rinaudo’s name was unknown to readers, Benzi’s signature 
acted as a guarantee of quality, since he was well known and well regarded as a 
translator. At the same time, we can also hypothesise that the difference in their 
professional reputation also influenced the translators’ performance. In this regard, 
Valerio Ferme points out how occasional translators differ from professional translators64, 
in the way the former are not as dependant on patronage as the latter, therefore they can 
afford to be more experimental and challenge existing norms.  According to this 
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Sweden. In 1936, he published the detective novel Il Mago del Mottarone (Milan: Bietti, 1936), clearly 
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argument, the style of an occasional translator and his/her approach to the text should be 
more independent and personal, with his/her voice emerging more strongly.  
The presence of the translator in the translated text was first investigated, in 
narratological terms, by Giuliana Schiavi and Theo Hermans.65 Their model has been 
further developed by Emer O’Sullivan, who has focused on the ways in which translators 
can become ‘audible’ – a metaphor the author prefers to that of ‘visibility’ – in texts for 
children. According to O’Sullivan, the voice of the translator can be traced on two 
different levels: on the one hand, it is ‘audible’ in the explanatory interventions, 
particularly common in children’s books; on the other, it manifests itself in ‘the voice of 
the narrator of the translation’,66 which replaces that of the original narrator. In the textual 
analysis to follow, we will analyse how, in the two translations under review, the narrator 
of the translation differed from that of the original, and how this affects the way in which 
the implied readers are addressed. For now, what is interesting to consider is that in 
Carroll’s novel we find an ‘overt narrator’, with a strong authorial presence.67 From the 
way the novel is presented, the narrator is made to coincide with the original author, who, 
as mentioned above, was writing with a real child in mind. The narrative intimacy 
between the author-narrator and the protagonist has been identified by critics as one of 
the distinctive features of the novel. How is such intimacy with the character reproduced 
– if, at all – by the translator-narrator? How does the (allegedly) female translator 
construct her voice, in relation to that of the original narrator? These questions will be 
further explored in the textual analysis, but, for now it is important to consider the 
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paratextual relevance of the translators’ identity, which, in turn, affects the narratorial 
voice. 
Another important factor which forms part of what Genette calls the ‘epitext’, 
composed of ‘any paratexual element located outside the text’, concerns the context in 
which Italian translators were operating. Even though their translations came out in the 
same decade, Benzi’s version was published during the first year of the Ethiopian war, at 
a time when Mussolini’s popularity had reached its peak. 1935 was also the year in which 
the drive for autarchy was accelerated, after the sanctions imposed on Italy by the League 
of Nations. It is as a consequence of the xenophobic climate that the translator, despite 
having German origins, decided to Italianize his surname from Benzing to Benzi, 
according to a common practice of the period. On the other hand, Rinaudo’s translation 
was published at the beginning of the 1930s, that is, at a time when literature in 
translation had only just began to impose its presence on the Italian market. Even though 
the totalitarian traits of the regime will become more evident in the second half of the 
decade, Rinaudo’s version came out during a period known as the ‘years of consent’68 
(1929 – 1936), when, according to some scholars, Fascism enjoyed political stability and 
support.  
3.2 Front Covers, Publishers, Illustrators 
Genette’s notion of ‘publisher’s peritext’, described as the paratextual elements that are 
direct responsibility of the publishing house, is a useful concept for identifying the 
different agencies involved in the production of a translation.   
On the front cover of Maria Giuseppina Rinaudo’s translation we read: Lewis 
Carroll. Alice nel paese delle meraviglie. The fact that the name of Alice appears on the 
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front cover is significant in itself, if we consider that the 1908 version by Emma Cagli 
was entitled: Nel paese delle meraviglie, thus omitting the name of the protagonist. 
Angiolo Bandinelli, in the afterword to the 1983 reprint of Cagli’s version, explains the 
omission by suggesting that the name of Alice would have sounded too foreign to the 
readers for the time, given that ‘il mito di Alice doveva ancora nascere’.69 The 
domesticating strategy adopted by the publisher was also evident in the subtitle on the 
first page: ‘fatto italiano da Emma Cagli’; this represented a clear attempt to reduce  the 
‘otherness’ of the original. On the front cover of Rinaudos’s translation, on the other 
hand, there is no mention of the translator, but we read that the book is part of the series 
‘Collezione di capolavori stranieri per la gioventù italiana’. The illustration shows a little 
girl in the presence of a queen, a king and a white rabbit. The typical fairy-tale setting, 
together with the ‘Liberty’ style of the picture, contributes to create a fantastic and 
timeless dimension. The front cover contains the name of the publisher, Bemporad, and 
that of the illustrator, E. Anichini, while the translator’s name only features on the first 
page. Ezio Anichini was a well-known artist belonging to the Art Déco movement. The 
latter was a decorative style which originated in the 1880s but became particularly 
popular during Fascism, not least because it incorporated classical forms in order to 
imitate the splendour of the Roman empire. The presence of Anichini’s name can be seen 
as a marketing strategy, which aimed at emphasising the quality of the book as a whole. 
With regards to Bemporad, it was a well-established publisher, founded in 1862 upon the 
pre-existing Felice Paggi publishing house, which had published Pinocchio in 1883. 
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Bemporad continued the tradition of its predecessors by publishing some of the most 
famous books and magazines for children, such as, Il Giornalino di Gian Burrasca 
(1907) and Il Giornalino della Domenica (1906). In 1938, Bemporad would be renamed 
Marzocco, as a consequence of the Fascist anti-Semitic policy which excluded Jews from 
public life.70 
 Moving on to Benzi’s translation we can see how, at first sight, the book has a 
very different appearance. This translation was not part of a series, and on the front cover 
we only find the name of the original author, Lewis Carroll, the title, Alice nel paese delle 
meraviglie, and, at the bottom, the name of the publisher. Other information, such as the 
name of the illustrator, Enver Bongrani, and that of the translator, are given in the first 
page. Contrary to Anichini, who illustrated Rinaudo’s translation, Bongrani was not an 
artist but a cartoonist,71 who had occasionally worked as an illustrator for publisher 
Mediolanum. The latter was a small publishing house which published almost exclusively 
books in translation, in the attempt to exploit the great popularity of ‘libri gialli’. Its most 
popular series, entitled ‘Uomini e folle’, contained 40 titles published between 1932 and 
1934, including works by Edgar Wallace and Agatha Christie. Another series, the 
‘Collana universale’ (1933-1934), featured among others the works of the Norwegian 
Nobel Prize winner Knut Hamsum. None of the two ‘collane’ contained any books for 
children, and Carroll’s work is published outside the series. This has significant 
repercussions on the level of the paratext. While the translation by Benzi is a stand-alone 
work, for which the translator is both responsible and accountable, Rinaudo’s translation 
was presented and marketed as belonging to a broader editorial project, where the role of 
the translator was that of an (invisible) mediator.  
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 Finally, another element of the peritext which precedes and conditions the reading 
of Carroll’s novel is the initial poem, “All in the Golden Afternoon”. Interestingly, the 
poem is discarded by both translators and, in Rinaudo’s version, replaced with a letter by 
Carroll to his readers, entitled ‘Un saluto Pasquale a tutti i bambini che amano Alice’. 
The original ‘An Easter Greeting to Every Child who Loves Alice’ had already appeared 
in two different contexts: at the beginning of The Hunting of the Snark (1876) and in the 
People’s edition of Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass, published in 
1887.  
In the original context, ‘All in the Golden Afternoon’ played an important role in 
informing readers about the events which had inspired the novel, while also exposing the 
friendship existing between the author and the real Alice. By omitting the poem, the two 
Italian translators destroy the intimacy between the narrator and the protagonist, thus 
altering the narratorial stance. This has important implications for the readers of the texts. 
While in the original, readers are confronted with an overt narrator, who makes himself 
known from the beginning, the narrators of the two translations remain detached from 
their audience.  The choice of leaving out the initial poem can be seen as part of a general 
strategy of simplification, where the intended audience of children was not expected to 
understand or enjoy a similar opening to the novel. Moreover, we should also bear in 
mind that, in twentieth-century Italy, the mythology surrounding Alice and its creator the 
Reverend Dogson,72 had not yet taken root.  
                                                
 
72 On the ‘myth’ of Lewis Carroll, Karoline Leach has argued that this image was created in the very first 
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 On the other hand, the poem introduced by Rinaudo considerably distorts the 
relationship between narrator and narratee, affecting the narratorial voice. ‘Un saluto 
Pasquale a tutti i bambini che amano Alice’ addresses children as a single audience, and 
it does so through a more conventional narrative voice. The author presents himself as a 
friend to his child readers (an ‘affezionatissimo amico’73) while at the same time speaking 
from a clearly superior position. From a stylistic point of view, the letter is written in a 
conventional poetic structure, which reflects the traditional Christian message. We can 
see how such an introductory poem greatly differs from ‘All in the Golden Afternoon’, 
which anticipated the unconventional nature of the story to follow.  It was not possible to 
establish whether Rinaudo had consciously chosen to include the letter, or whether she 
had found it in the edition of the text from which she was translating. The first hypothesis 
is supported by the fact that none of the previous Italian translations of Alice substituted 
the original poem with ‘Un saluto Pasquale’.74 In any case, the opening letter in 
Rinaudo’s translation affects the paratext, by presenting the relationship between the 
narrator, the child protagonist, and the child reader in a different light. 
 4. The Texts 
 
Maria Nikolajeva argues that the discrepancy between the narrator (the agency whose 
voice we hear) and the focalizer (the agency though which we experience events) is 
revealing of how power discourses are articulated in children’s literature75. In most cases, 
                                                
 
73 Lewis Carroll, Alice nel paese delle meraviglie, trans. by Maria Giuseppina Rinaudo (Florence: 
Bompiani, 1931), p. 3. 
74 Interestingly, however, Emma Cagli had performed a similar operation, opening her translation with a 
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while the protagonist is a child, her/his experiences are mediated by an adult perspective, 
which guides the reader’s interpretation of the text.  
 Despite following a similar narrative pattern, Carroll’s Alice foregrounds a special 
relationship of alliance and complicity between the narrator and the protagonist. 
Although the nature of the relationship between Carroll-narrator and Alice-character is 
still being debated by critics, and has given rise to different interpretations,76 it cannot be 
denied that, from a purely narrative perspective, we are confronted with an 
unconventional narrator. The ‘close and comfortable relationship of narrator and 
narratee’77 has significant consequences for the way implied readers are addressed. 
Rather than being indoctrinated by the adult voice in charge of the narration, the child 
outside the text is entertained and amused by a friendly narrator, who shares his vision 
with the audience. As Wall points out: ‘We are told nothing except what Alice does, what 
she tries to do and what she thinks or says aloud to herself”.78 In brief, all the narrator 
reveals about the protagonist is her thought process, which is considered as interesting as 
her encounters with the strange creatures of Wonderland. As a consequence, the 
narrator’s focalization contributes to the characterisation of Alice as ‘intellectually 
unconventional’ and to present her story as ‘a rebellion of the mind, a subversive and 
adventurous mind’.79  
We can imagine how translating such an unconventional, and to some extent 
subversive female protagonist into the Italian context was not an easy task. Translators 
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had to deal with two sets of difficulties: on the one hand, those connected with a 
dominant ideology, given the official position of the regime, which held a notably 
conservative view on female roles; on the other, the aesthetic and poetological problems 
created by Alice as a book which, as mentioned above, greatly differed from traditional 
readings for children. 
Rinaudo’s translation generally stays as close as possible to the original. 
However, most of the changes occur in relation to the narratorial stance. In several cases, 
the narrator of the Italian translation refers to Alice as ‘la fanciulletta’ or ‘la bimba’, 
where in the original we find a more neutral ‘Alice’, only rarely replaced by ‘the child’. 
On the one hand, we should consider that in Italian, reiteration by means of repetition is 
usually avoided for stylistic reasons. On the other hand, we cannot overlook the 
patronizing effect of the words used by Rinaudo, which emphasise the adult-child 
asymmetry so carefully avoided by the original narrator. A similar naming strategy is 
applied to other characters; for instances, the cat Dina becomes ‘la gattina’,80 ‘pig’ is 
translated as ‘maialino’81 and Bill, the lizard, becomes a ‘she’82. We have already noticed 
how the paratextual elements of the translations contributed to create a different 
narratorial voice. On the textual level, such apparently minor changes contribute to 
undermining the complicity between narrator and narratee created by Carroll. 
Furthermore, besides sweetening and normalizing the disturbing atmosphere of 
Wonderland, through the use of diminutives, the narrator of the translation replaces 
‘conventional names’ with ‘loaded names’. Defined by Hermans as possessing a 
‘semantic load which takes [them] beyond the 'singular' mode of signification of the 
                                                
 
80Carroll, Alice, trans. by Rinaudo, p. 40. 
81 Ibid., p. 39. 
82 Ibid., p. 22. 
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proper name’,83 loaded names act, in turn, as ‘narrative statements’,84 through which the 
narrator expresses her point of view on the character. Interestingly, in the original text, 
narrative statements are used by Carroll in an ironic way. For instance, when Alice is 
considering whether to drink from a mysterious bottle, the narrator says: ‘It was all very 
well to say, ‘Drink me’, but the wise little Alice was not going to do that in a hurry’.85 By 
that point in the story, Alice had already proven to be anything but wise. The ironic 
statement made by the narrator seems to address a secondary audience of adults, looking 
over the child’s shoulder. Except for such amused, ironical statements, which signal the 
presence of a dual audience, the original narrator never describes the heroine, leaving 
readers free to make their own evaluations. On the other hand, the terms Rinaudo 
employs when referring to Alice affect both the narratorial stance and the characterization 
of the protagonist.  
The translation produced by Benzi also gives evidence of a change in narratorial 
stance, this time expressed mainly through the manipulation of speech acts.  The latter 
can be seen as revealing of the narrator’s attitude towards the characters. As argued by 
Chatman, while direct speech is ‘unmediated’, indirect free thought and speech are 
‘narrator-mediated’86 as they do not allow characters to speak for themselves. In the 
Italian translation, the shift from direct to indirect speech when reporting Alice’s thoughts 
contributes to restoring a conventional, omniscient narrator, who silences the voice of the 
protagonist. The voice of the child in children’s literature has been discussed for its 
                                                
 
83 Theo Hermans, ‘On Translating Proper Names, with Reference to De Witte and Max Havelaar’, in 
Modern Dutch Studies: Essays in Honour of Peter King, ed. by Michael Wintle (London: Athlone Press, 
1988), pp. 11-24 
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84 According to Maria Nikolajeva ‘narrative statements are by definition authoritative. They force us to 
accept the narrator’s judgment of characters rather than allowing us to make our own inferences’in The 
Rhetoric of Character in Children's Literature (Lanham: Scarecrow, 2002), p. 196. 
85 Carroll, The Annotated, p. 17 
86 Benjamin Chatman, Story and Discourse, p. 183. 
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broader implications for the way children are constructed as a social group. According to 
Karìn Lesnik-Oberstein, the way in which fictional children are constructed reflects the 
situation of real children, who have ‘no voice within the hierarchies of our society, 
because adults either silence or create that voice’.87  We can find a clear example of this 
in the beginning of the novel. The original: ‘and what is the use of a book’ thought Alice 
‘without pictures or conversations?’88 is translated by Benzi as: ‘e Alice non poteva 
capire che gusto ci sia a leggere un libro senza dialoghi né illustrazioni’.89 The change is 
particularly significant, since it contradicts what Alice is saying about the importance of 
dialogues in books. The fact that her mental activity is reported in direct speech creates 
the illusion of a dialogue between the narrator and the protagonist, while also breaking 
the monotony of a single narrative perspective. Similarly, in other instances, Alice’s 
think-aloud process is replaced with more traditional narrative forms, as in the following 
example, where ‘”which certainly was not there before” said Alice’90 is translated as 
‘Alice n’era certa’.91 
Besides presenting the protagonist’s voice in a mediated form, and manipulating 
the narratorial stance, the narrators of the two Italian translations are also ‘audible’ 
through their explanatory remarks. One of the remarkable features of Carroll’s novel is 
that the narrator refrains from explaining the words Alice does not know, nor does he 
correct her mistakes, thus avoiding the didactic tone characterising traditional children’s 
literature. On the other hand, Rinaudo simplifies and distorts some expressions that might 
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88 Carroll, The Annotated, p. 11. 
89 Carroll, Alice, trans. by Benzi, p. 7. 
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91 Carroll, Alice, trans. by Benzi, p. 13. 
  
166 
not be understood by a young audience. For instance, ‘bathing machines’92 is rendered as 
‘costumi da bagno’.93 Similarly, when Alice asks the Duchess why her cat is laughing, 
and she replies: ‘E’ un gatto del Cheshire’, a footnote informs us that Cheshire is a 
‘regione inglese nota per la produzione dei formaggi’.94 The translator’s footnote does not 
attempt to explain why a Cheshire cat would grin, which remains unclear; rather, it 
merely aims to instruct readers and, by doing so, makes the ‘nonsense’ more acceptable. 
Similarly, Benzi adopts a clarifying strategy of translation, expressed in the recurrence of 
explicitation, where the translator offers additional information which was implicit in the 
original.95 His explanatory attitude is particularly evident with regard, again, to the term 
‘bathing machines’, whose meaning is described in a long parenthesis as ‘cabine a ruote, 
specie di carrette coperte che gli inglesi usavano per meglio appartarsi’.96  
The didactic approach adopted by the Italian translators significantly differs from 
the original narratorial perspective, especially if we consider that Carroll’s novel was not 
fully comprehensible to its original readers, nor was it meant to be. Young and adult 
readers alike were certainly not expected to penetrate all the layers of meaning contained 
in the text, whose complexity is still subject to scholarly debate. While being able to 
identify many of the conventional social situations parodied in the novel - such as the 
ritual of afternoon tea, or the croquet game – they too were challenged by difficult words 
and ambiguous references. We could argue that the fascination exerted by Alice lies 
precisely in its strange mixture of familiar and unfamiliar, and in the disturbing 
transformation of the familiar into the uncanny. 
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This last aspect is especially evident in the parody of moral didactic poems and 
nursery rhymes, where the incoherent language of nonsense was aimed at creating an 
echo of familiarity. Bakhtin has defined parody as a ‘double-voiced word’; when 
confronted by it, the audience finds itself in an ‘arena of battle between two voices’,97 
where the referential meaning is being undermined by a second, subtler layer of 
significance. Contrary to the narrator’s ironical statements examined above, the parodies 
of well-known poems were clearly targeted at children, who were required to learn them 
by heart at school. The memorization of poems was a common pedagogical method in 
formal education, and was used as an effective way of transmitting traditional wisdom to 
children. In this regard, the poems which are parodied by Carroll can be compared to the 
proverbs that we found in Pinocchio, for their didactic and moral value. 
In the Italian versions, as a result of the literal translation of parodies and poems, 
the double level of meaning is lost, together with the comical effect. A clear example of 
this can be found in the parody of the opening line of one of the best-known English 
nursery rhymes, ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’, turned by Carroll into: ‘Twinkle, twinkle, 
little bat! How I wonder what you’re at!’.98 When the Hatter asks the protagonist whether 
she knows the song, Alice replies ‘I’ve heard something like it’.99 
Benzi renders this passage as: 
Vola, vola, pipistrello! 
Dio sa che cosa fai! 
La conosci questa canzonetta? 
Mi pare d’aver già udito qualcosa di simile (51) 
 
                                                
 
97 Mikhail M. Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, trans. by Caryl Emerson (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p. 193. 
98 Carroll, The Annotated, p. 77. 
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While in Rinaudo’s translation we read instead: 
 
“O pipistrello, scintilla, scintilla 
Come vorrei sapere ciò che tu fai!” 
- Conosci forse questa canzone? 
- Ho udito qualcosa di simile – osservò Alice (86) 
 
We can see how the literal translation of the original poems and nursery rhymes also 
breaks the identification between the reader and the protagonist, who claims to have 
heard ‘something like that’ before. As a result, the Italian translators produce ‘nella 
migliore delle ipotesi […] un testo comico, di primo grado’.100 It does not come as a 
surprise to find that Alice is described as a fool and a visionary in an Italian children’s 
book which appeared in 1915 with the title of La leggenda d’oro di mollichina. Here the 
female protagonist, Mollichina, and her brother, Gran di Sale, were lost in the woods 
when they ran into Alice. When the latter stopped them and started talking about the 
properties of a magic mushroom, the two had a very different reaction: while Mollichina 
is portrayed in the act of listening, fascinated by the girl, her brother soon loses his 
temper and bursts out: ‘E' che vogliamo ascoltare queste bubbolate, senza capo né cosa, 
fino a domattina sorella? […] Non vedi che quell'Alice dorme ritta!’.101 The passage is 
also revealing of how, already at the beginning of the century, Alice was perceived as a 
‘girl’s story’, which boys would not find interesting, given their ‘natural’ rationality. 
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With regards to the parody of social norms and practices, particularly challenging 
for the Italian translators was the episode in Chapter IX, ‘The Mock Turtle’s Story’, 
where the Mock Turtle describes his school years. Rich in puns and allusions, the section 
ridicules educational practices and other characteristics of boarding schools. Besides the 
obvious differences between the English and the Italian educational system, translators 
also had to deal with the criticism implicit in Carroll’s parody of school, as a social 
institution which played a key role within the Fascist project of national regeneration. In 
translating this section, Benzi seems to maintain his explanatory attitude. This is 
particularly evident in the way in which the translator explains the pun between lesson 
and lessen, making reference to the English language. We read in the original ‘that’s the 
reason they’re called lesson’ the Gryphon remarked: ‘because they lessen from day to 
day’102 and, in the translation: ‘fece il Grifone “Si chiamano lezioni appunto perché 
diminuiscono. Non si dice “lessen” in inglese, per dire “diminuire”? E “lesson” non vuol 
dire lezione ?”’103. Once again, following his explanation of ‘bathing machines’, Benzi 
takes advantage of the opportunity to instruct readers about English language and 
customs. 
Rinaudo, on the other hand, achieves a more creative solution: “‘E infatti noi le 
chiamavamo ore di scienza, perché scemavano di giorno in giorno” notò il Grifone’104, 
which at least reproduces the assonance between the two nouns. The following table 
presents a comparison of how the parody of the school subjects is translated by Rinaudo 
and Benzi: 
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104 Carroll, Alice, trans. by Rinaudo, p.  78. 
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ST105 Rinaudo106 Benzi107 
Feeling and writhing Reggere e stridere  Barcollare e 
ruzzolare 
Ambition, 
distraction, 
uglification, derision 
ambizione, 
distrazione, 
ugualificazione, 
derisione 
ambizione, 
distrazione, 
bruttizione, derisione  
drawling, stretching 
and fainting in coils 
poi ci insegnavano… 
a strisciare, a 
distenderci e a fare il 
morto  
musoneria… il 
nostro maestro di 
musoneria ci 
insegnava a fare il 
muso e l’occhio di 
triglia 
 
We can notice how the parodical effect implicit in the original puns is rarely reproduced. 
While Benzi’s translation seems to maintain the humorous effect of the original while 
dismissing the double entendre, Rinaudo’s version is more literal and sometimes manages 
to keep the original references. 
The difficulties faced by the translators can be partly explained in terms of 
‘model’s affiliation’.108 Given that, as mentioned above, Alice had no equivalent in the 
Italian children’s literature of the time, the novel could not be translated according to a 
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106 Carroll, Alice, trans. by Rinaudo, p. 80. 
107 Carroll, Alice, trans. by Benzi, p. 105 
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pre-existing model. Another telling example of this, not devoid of ideological 
implications, can be found in the translation of Alice’s renowned exclamation: ‘Curiouser 
and curiouser!’.109 Benzi renders it as ‘Ma guarda guarda!’110 while Rinaudo opts for 
“Come curioso! Come curioso!”111 that partly maintains the original incorrectness. Both 
Italian translators could have produced more creative solutions in order to recreate a 
similar effect to that of the original text; instead, they both choose to avoid any distortion 
of the Italian language. Such a choice is not neutral, if we consider that in the original  ‘it 
is language that is disorderly, not Alice.112 While the expression ‘curiouser’ reveals the 
irregularity of the English language, in the two Italian translations it is the protagonist 
who is either speechless, or incapable of speaking correctly. 
While, as we have seen, some foreign references were maintained by the 
translators and explained with an educational function, in other instances Rinaudo and 
Benzi opt for a domesticating strategy, resulting in cultural context adaptations.113 For 
example, the passage where Alice’s self-punishment is described: ‘Once she remembered 
trying to box her own ears’114 is translated by Benzi as ‘Una volta s’era anche presa a 
scapaccioni’,115 thus introducing a physical punishment which was more familiar to 
Italian readers. In some cases, for example when translating food, domestication is 
combined with regionalism, and translators’ choices are revealing of their own 
provenance. The title of chapter eleven, ‘Who Stole the Tarts?’, becomes in Benzi’s 
translation: ‘Chi ha rubato i tortellini?’,116 while earlier in the text Rinaudo had translated 
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‘the cake’117 as ‘la focaccia’.118 Regional variations also inform the language of the 
translations, especially in Rinaudo’s text where the Tuscan influence manifests itself in 
the use of expressions such as ‘nevvero ?’.119 There is one instance of regionalism in the 
original text: ‘“Sure, it’s an arm, yer honour!” (he pronounced it “arrum”)’120 where the 
speaker, Pat, is characterised as an uneducated person, perhaps from Ireland or Scotland. 
The sentence is standardized in both translations. Benzi renders it as: ‘Un braccio, 
signore.  Non c’è dubbio, un braccio’,121 thus leaving out the comment on his peculiar 
pronunciation. Rinaudo translates the sentence as:  ‘Secondo me è un braccio, 
signoria’,122 where the word ‘signoria’, a very formal and old-fashioned expression, 
partly reproduces the class implications suggested by the use of dialect in the original. 
Finally, characters to whom Alice shows more respect are addressed with the ‘Lei’ in 
Rinaudo, and with the ‘Voi’ in Benzi. The ‘Voi’ form – preferred by Fascism to the ‘Lei’ 
which had originated from the Spanish domination and was also seen as a sign of 
bourgeois behaviour, was to be definitely banned in 1938.123 
A further aspect to take into consideration, when looking at the translations of 
Alice, regards the competency of translators. As we have already seen, Benzi and 
Rinaudo had very different backgrounds: while the former was a professional, extremely 
prolific translator, the latter is a more obscure figure. For instance: ‘the position in which 
                                                
 
117 Carroll, The Annotated, p. 19. 
118 Carroll, Alice, trans. by Rinaudo, p. 8. 
119 Ibid., p. 12. 
120 Carroll, The Annotated, p. 42 
121 Carroll, Alice, trans. by Benzi, p. 22 
122 Carroll, Alice, trans. by Rinaudo, p. 16 
123 Linguistic polemic started by Bruno Cicognani in the Corriere della Sera on 15 January 1938, where he 
calls fot ‘lo sradicamento e l’abolizione di un uso che […] è testimonianza – è proprio il caso di dire 
‘ancora parlante’ – dei secoli di servitù e di abiezione’ and Party Secretary Achille Starace promptly 
abolishes the use of Lei. The article by Cicognani ‘L’abolizione del lei’ is reproduced in Il Corriere della 
Sera, ed. by Piero Melograni (Rocca San Casciano: Cappelli, 1965), pp. 465-69. 
  
173 
you usually see Shakespeare, in the pictures of him’124 is translated by Rinaudo as ‘la 
vostra posizione consueta quando guardate le illustrazioni di Shakespeare’125 and by 
Benzi as ‘precisamente come Shakespeare in quei quadri che lo mostrano in atto di 
cercare l’ispirazione’.126 Whether intentionally or because she had a poor understanding 
of the original, Rinaudo greatly deviates from the original, while Benzi produces a more 
literal, though amplified, translation. While the original audience is expected to be 
familiar with the way in which Shakespeare is usually portrayed, Italian readers are 
explicitly informed about it.  
Finally, it is worth considering how both translators dealt with the ending of 
Alice. The confusion between dream and reality, which plays a key role at the beginning 
of the story, is eliminated in the final pages, where the novel is clearly inscribed in the 
communicative frame of a dream.127 As argued by Schwab, ‘The fiction of a completely 
alien and nonsensical world is thus mediated by a familiar framing perspective’,128 which 
seems to restore a more conventional narrative mode. In both the Italian versions, the 
initial and the final transitions between dream and reality are translated quite literally, 
maintaining the ambiguity of the original. However, the two translations show a 
significant difference in the closing paragraph where, following a shift in focalization, 
Alice’s sister is imagining her as a grown-up woman.  
We read in the original: 
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… and how she would gather about her other little children, and make their eyes 
bright and eager with many a strange tale, perhaps even with the dream of 
Wonderland of long ago. (132) 
 
Which Rinaudo renders as: 
 
E la vide raccogliere intorno a sé altri bambini, a cui farebbe scintillare gli occhi 
raccontando curiose novelle, forse anche il sogno del Paese delle Meraviglie di tanti 
anni addietro. (94) 
 
While Benzi translates: 
 
e la vide donna matura in mezzo a bambini tutti intenti, con occhi pieni di 
meraviglia, perché lei, la mamma, raccontava una storia, forse quella del suo sogno 
straordinario di tanti anni dianzi, una mamma sempre memore della sua 
infanzia…(153) 
 
The ambiguity of the original ending with regard to the relationship between Alice and 
the ‘other little children’ is resolved differently by the Italian translators. Rinaudo 
portrays Alice as a story-teller rather than a mother, thus situating the heroine in a very 
different position. Such a scenario recalls the words of the protagonist who, in realizing 
the exceptional nature of her adventure, says: ‘There ought to be a book written about me, 
that there ought! And when I grow up, I’ll write one’.129 
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Benzi’s version leads to the opposite interpretation, where the protagonist is 
portrayed as a mother surrounded by her children. The ideological connotations of such a 
choice cannot be overlooked, especially if we consider that none of the previous Italian 
translations had presented Alice as a mother. Fascist ideology promoted a strong cult of 
motherhood, which permeated both the rhetorical discourses and legislative policies of 
the regime. Already in 1931, we read in Critica Fascista, one of the official journals of 
the regime:  
 
Ci ridarà, il fascismo femminile, la donna che ci abbisogna: custode della casa e 
degli affetti, incitatrice alle nobili opere, consolatrice nel dolore, madre dei nostri 
figli. Ai quali basterà che la madre parli il linguaggio che deve parlare, perché il 
Fascismo, che è squisita umanità in fervore di superamento, appaia ad essi domani 
l’unica idea degna di essere amata e servita.130  
 
By projecting an image of the protagonist as a future mother, we could hypothesise that 
the translator is trying to restore a more acceptable gender role for Alice. This could also 
be the result of a requirement on the part of the publisher, concerned about making the 
text acceptable in the eyes of the regime, at a time when the official campaign against 
translations was particularly intense. 
In this respect, we can see how the novel’s ending exemplifies the differences 
between the two translations. As also noted by Vagliani,131 Benzi’s text was especially 
influenced by the totalitarian ambitions of the regime, which had become more visible in 
the second half of the 1930s. On the other hand, by portraying the female protagonist in 
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an authorial position, Rinaudo seems to be less influenced by the regime’s rhetoric and 
ideological requirements. The difference could also be motivated by the gender of the 
translators, and by Rinaudo’s own career as a writer and a translator, but the mystery 
surrounding her identity makes the hypothesis difficult to prove. 
Finally, if we look at the two translations examined above in the context of the 
history of the Italian translations of Alice, we can observe some interesting patterns. 
According to the ‘retranslation hypothesis’,132 first translations tend to deviate from the 
original to a greater extent, as they are trying to make the text acceptable in the target 
context. Subsequent translations are usually more creative, because ‘the target language 
has developed and allows the translator more freedom of movement’.133 According to 
Yves Gambier: ‘La retraduction dans ces conditions consisterait en un retour au texte-
source’.134 In the case of Alice, the first three translations by Pietrocòla-Rossetti (1872), 
Cagli (1908) and Spaventa-Filippi (1911) are, overall, more creative (i.e. they divert from 
the original to a greater extent) than the versions by Benzi and Rinaudo analysed above. 
For example, in the first Italian translation the parody of ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ is 
replaced by a parody of Guido Donizetti’s ‘Lucia di Lammermoor’ (1835):  
 
Tu che al ciel spiegasti l'ale 
o mia testa soppressata 
ti rivolgi a me fettata 
Teco il pane aggiungerò.135 
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Similarly, Emma Cagli replaces Carroll’s ‘How doth the little crocodile’ with the parody 
of a renowned didactic poem for children, ‘La Vispa Teresa’:  
 
La vispa Teresa 
Correa tra l’erbetta 
Gridando distesa: 
Il pranzo m’aspetta. 
E tutta giuliva, 
Già il gusto sentiva 
Del giallo risotto 
E dello stracotto. 
A questo pensando 
Il passo affrettò, 
Correndo, saltando, 
Col piede inciampò.(17) 
 
Spaventa-Filippi, in translating Chapter Fourteenth, manages to reproduce the double 
meaning of the original, by maintaining the references both to sea life and school 
subjects, as in this extract: 
 
C'era il Mistero, rispose la Falsa-testuggine, contando i soggetti sulle natatoie... - il 
mistero antico e moderno con la marografia: poi il Disdegno – il maestro di disdegno 
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era un vecchio grongo, e veniva una volta la settimana: c'insegnava il disdegno, il 
passaggio, e la frittura ad occhio.136 
 
The fact that the Italian translations of Alice seem to follow the pattern described by the 
retranslation hypothesis leads, however, to opposite conclusions to those originally 
elaborated by scholars.  While, for Chesterman, the hypothesis demonstrates how ‘target 
context translation norms have become less rigid and allow a closer rendering of the 
source text’,137 a literal translation of Carroll’s nonsense reveals, in fact, its non-
acceptance into the target system. We have noticed how, in the translations by Rinaudo 
and Benzi, the literal rendering of parody, puns and wordplay, results in Carrollian 
nonsense being deprived of its satirical quality. As well as being the result of aesthetic 
and poetological choices, such a strategy acquires ideological significance in the context 
under review, where translation was perceived as a controversial activity and texts for 
children raised special concerns. The potentially subversive nature of Wonderland, as a 
space that subtly challenges identity, authority and ultimately social order itself, is  
neutralized through a strategy of literal translation. At the same time, the voice of the 
narrators of the translations ultimately turns Carroll’s novel into a more traditional text 
for children, through the drastic reduction of the numerous layers of signification that 
informed the original narrative, thus leading to a ‘new constitution of the implied 
reader’.138 Italian readers are confronted with a meaningless narrative, where the 
sceptical, sophisticatedly ironic tone of the original novel is turned into an unrefined, one-
dimensional humour.  
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The specific characteristics and limitations of the retranslation hypothesis when 
applied to children’s literature have been already explored by Desmidt and Du Nour,139 
who have focused on the specific issues associated with translating for children. The 
analysis of the translations of Carroll’s work produced during Fascism highlights how 
extra-textual factors and political circumstances are particularly important in determining 
strategies of retranslation. By turning fine parody and sophisticated nonsense into ravings 
and ramblings, the Italian translations of Alice seem to validate the Fascist claim that 
Carroll’s novel could not possibly appeal to the ‘rational’ and ‘stable’ Italian mind.  
At the same time, the fact that Alice was retranslated is significant in itself. 
Through the act of retranslation, a text is implicitly assumed to be ‘either worthy or in 
need of retranslation’.140 As a consequence, the retranslations of Alice affected its literary 
status, as well as increasing the visibility of the text in the target context. Moreover, 
despite their limitations in dealing with some aspects of Carroll’s novel, Italian 
translations introduced several innovative elements into the target system.   For instance, 
the presence of a female protagonist, whose behaviour deviates from traditional gender-
role expectations, or the translators’ attempt at linguistic creativity, that would later 
become a feature of Italian children’s literature. 
In conclusion, the case of Alice described above shows how translations for 
children published during Fascism were affected by the political and cultural context at 
different levels of production. However, rather than acting as a merely repressive force, 
the complex dynamics underlying the translation process made it a contested site for the 
production of new meaning. In the Italian versions considered, we could note how the 
                                                
 
139 Miriam Du-Nour, ‘Retranslation of Children's Books as Evidence of Changes of Norms’, Target, 7.2 
(1995), 327-46. See also Isabelle Desmidt, ‘(Re)translation Revisited’, Meta, 54.4 (2009), 669–83. 
140 Outi Paloposki and Kaisa Koskinen, ‘A thousand and one translations: Revisiting Translations’ in 
Claimes, Changes and Challenges in Translation Studies, ed. by Hansen Gyde, Kirsten Malkmjær and 
Daniel Gile (Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 2004), pp. 27-38 (p. 29).  
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translators were faced with great difficulties when trying to translate literary nonsense, 
especially in absence of a didactic or moralizing tone. The strategies they employed to 
negotiate the differences of the original text  led to the creation of a product which, 
although domesticated and ‘normalized’, still stood out as different and, to some extent, 
subversive,  in relation to the Italin children’s literature of the time.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Black and White Strips: the Translation of American Comics 
 
The interplay between the conservative and the innovative forces underlying the 
translation of children’s literature during Fascism can be best observed by looking at 
American comics translated during the 1930s. 
Notwithstanding the autarchic ambitions of the regime, the circulation of comics 
was widespread during the years of Fascism. Entire generations of Italians grew up 
reading the so-called giornaletti, an affectionate nickname which reflects the low cultural 
status of these publications but also their integral presence in the everyday life of the 
country. 
Introduced in Italy at the end of the nineteenth century, comics enjoyed an 
increasing popularity, which reached its peak in the 1930s. During that decade, there was 
a proliferation of magazines entirely devoted to illustrated stories, which, especially from 
the mid-1930s, began to incur the disapproval of Italian intellectuals and educators. The 
unprecedented success of comics, which created an undesirable dependence on foreign 
products, combined with aesthetic and pedagogical concerns regarding the 
communicative structure of comic art, progressively acquired political implications. From 
1938, the regime established censorship measures aimed at limiting the presence of 
foreign comics on the Italian market. American comics, thought to be spreading the 
values and lifestyle of an enemy country, were the main target of political and 
pedagogical criticism. 
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This chapter sets out to examine the complex role played by translation in the 
interaction between American and Italian comics, which, since the 1930s, had become an 
ideological battleground and a site of identity negotiation.  
The history of comics was, in the Italian system, a special – and to some extent 
unique – case of translation. Initially regarded and therefore translated as a children’s 
product, comics had to conform to the conventions of Italian children’s literature of the 
time. However, as a new medium which occupied a peripheral position in the literary 
system, comics also allowed room for creativity and innovation.  The fluctuating 
movement of appropriation and rejection, especially evident in the reception of U.S. 
comics, mirrors the complex and ambiguous attitude of the regime toward American 
civilization, as well as the tensions and contradictions of Fascist identity.  
I will start by offering an overview of the origins of comics in the U.S. and in 
Italy. The chapter then moves on to look at the different phases that characterised the 
interaction between American and Italian comics. In the second section, the role of 
translation will be examined with reference to the theme of Africa, which already 
featured in American comics and was re-framed in the context of Fascist Italy. My 
analysis will then focus on the various functions performed by the ‘African setting’ in 
two magazines for children: Il Corriere dei Piccoli and L’Avventuroso. I will consider 
both translated and Italian comics, in order to understand how the translation of American 
comics positioned itself between the colonial propaganda of the regime on the one hand, 
and the growing hostility against the U.S. on the other.    
1. Comics in the U.S. and in Italy 
 
When they first appeared in America, at the end of the nineteenth century, in the Sunday 
supplements of newspapers and in humour magazines, comics were not specifically 
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intended for children, but addressed a mixed audience and often carried elements of 
social and political satire.  Christopher Couch points out how the unique interaction 
between text and images, an innovative feature introduced by the first American comic 
strips, was not dependent on pre-existing European models but rather found its roots in 
the new forms of journalism characterised by the combination of texts and illustrations.1 
The first Sunday supplements were created in the U.S. in response to the success of the 
illustrated monthlies, a new journalistic format which had become increasingly popular 
during the late 1890s. Lee D. Baker defines them as one of the very first mass media 
products, capable of creating a shared experience among a wide readership, as well as 
producing powerful stereotypes. According to the author, ‘The circulation, authority and 
prestige of the magazines lent themselves to the appearance of truth’.2 Published in a 
mass culture product, such as the Sunday supplements of newspapers, the first comics 
were characterized by stereotypical plot patterns and characters, which often ridiculed 
and satirised topical social issues.  
The first comic strip that ‘encouraged and rewarded extensive reading and visual 
interpretation of a cartoon’3 was Outcault’s ‘The Yellow Kid’, which first appeared in 
Truth magazine in 1894 and then in New York World the following year. The 1930s were, 
for the U.S., the golden age of comics. At a time of economic crisis and political tension, 
comic strips became more complex and started to be issued on their own, as separate 
magazines. Their readership also increased significantly, as revealed in a survey carried 
out in 1924, which showed that approximately 84% of American urban children and 
                                                
 
1 Christopher Couch ‘The Yellow Kid and the Comic Page’, in The Language of Comics: Word and Image, 
ed. by Robin Varnum and Christina T. Gibbons (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 
2001), pp. 60-74 (p. 61). 
2 Lee D. Baker, From Savage to Negro: Anthropology and the Construction of Race, 1896-1954 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998), p. 74. 
3 Couch, ‘The Yellow Kid’, p. 75. 
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teenagers regularly read the Sunday funny papers4.  Some of the comic strip characters 
born in those years would attain the status of cultural icons, from talking animals, such as 
Mickey Mouse (1930) to superheroes such as Superman (1938). The significance of 
comics for American identity is nowadays widely recognised by scholars. In his 
passionate defence of comics which in the 1950s were criticized for inciting violence by 
exposing children to crime,5 Heinz Politzer said: 
 
Aside from the fact that it would be impossible to prohibit the comics – everyone 
knows that, and the idea itself is merely a means of making conversation – such a 
step would deprive this country of one of the genuine contribution it has made to its 
own culture. America without comics would not be America.6  
 
The history of comics in Italy is very different, and so is their symbolic value for national 
identity. Imported through translation, Italian comics were, from the beginning, a 
contaminated and miscegenated cultural product. Moreover, having been initially 
marketed for children, they addressed a particularly vulnerable and valuable sector of 
society, thus having to conform to the norms of children’s literature.  
It should be noted that illustrated stories were already part of the Italian tradition of 
children’s literature. However, while in comics the visual and the textual component 
contribute equally to the construction of meaning, the traditional Italian format was 
characterised by the predominance of text over images. The latter had a mainly decorative 
                                                
 
4 Bob Batchelor, American Pop: Popular Culture Decade by Decade, 4 vols (Westport: Greenwood Press, 
2006), iii, p. 275. 
5 Criticism of comics was initiated by psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, who attempted to expose the 
connection between consumption of comic strips and antisocial behaviour among teenagers, in Seduction of 
the Innocent (New York: Rinehart & Company, 1954). 
6Heinz Politzer, ‘From Little Nemo to Li'l Abner’, in The Funnies: An American Idiom, ed. by David 
Manning White and Robert H. Abel (New York: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1963), pp. 39-54 (p. 54). 
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function, which was clearly subordinate to the verbal elements7. At the end of the 
nineteenth century, illustrated newspapers for adults began to be published, sharing 
similar features with the American Sunday supplements. The first and most popular 
Italian weekly newspaper was La Domenica del Corriere (1899), the Sunday supplement 
of Il Corriere della Sera, which relied on sensationalist news, illustrated by spectacular 
drawings. 
The conservative, middle-class and populist ideology of La Domenica also 
resembles that of many American Sunday supplements. The newspaper’s educational 
attitude is described by Claudio Carabba as: 
 
una pedagogia per adulti da ammaestrare o incuriosire, terrorizzare o divertire, a 
seconda delle esigenze del caso. Ma soprattutto da convincere che, con tutti i suoi 
inevitabili difetti e sinistri, quella bella società italiana era ancora uno dei migliori 
mondi possibili, purché si vigilasse per la saggia conservazione dei valori e delle 
gerarchie stabilite.8  
 
The illustrations featuring in the Italian Sunday supplements served a decorative and 
sensationalist function, aiming to provide a visual commentary to the news but also to 
reinforce the underlying ideological scripts. 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the period between the end of the 
nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century was a particularly fertile time for 
Italian children’s literature. The exceptional openness to foreign influence was not 
                                                
 
7 Antonio Faeti examines the tradition of Italian children’s illustration in his critical study Guardare le 
figure. Gli illustratori italiani dei libri per l' infanzia (Turin: Einaudi, 1972). 
8 Corrierino, Corrierona: La politica illustrata del Corriere della Sera (Milan: Baldini&Castoldi, 1998), p. 
15. 
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limited to literature, but also extended to European (and especially English) illustrations.9 
The first magazine specifically directed at children had already appeared in 1814 with the 
title L’Amico dei Fanciulli, but only lasted two years. It was followed by the more 
successful and long-lived Il Giornale dei bambini (1881) in which Collodi’s Pinocchio 
was published in instalments. Illustrated periodicals for children appeared at the end of 
the century, on the model of French and English magazines.10 Il Novellino (1898), whose 
subtitle read: ‘foglio illustrato a colori per bambini’, was the first children’s magazine to 
place emphasis on the visual component and it was followed, in 1900, by another 
‘settimanale illustrato’, La Domenica dei Fanciulli. 
It is on the pages of Il Novellino that the first translation of an American comic 
strip, a ‘Yellow Kid’ cartoon, was published in 1904. After this sporadic appearance, 
foreign comics (initially European) began to appear regularly in the Il Corriere dei 
Piccoli (1908). The latter was sold in combination with the aforementioned Sunday 
supplement, La Domenica del Corriere, which addressed a middle-class audience. The 
first comic strips to be translated in Il Corriere dei Piccoli were a hybrid product where, 
as I will show later, the language of comics was heavily adapted to the conventions of 
Italian children’s literature. In 1909, what is commonly regarded as the first Italian comic 
character also appeared on the pages of Il Corriere dei Piccoli. Attilio Mussino’s 
Bilbolbul was an African boy who lived unusual adventures and underwent bizarre 
physical transformations, reflecting changes in emotions. For instance, the boy would 
become green with anger or yellow with jealousy, showing how, from its origins, the 
genre of comics was especially inventive and experimental. 
                                                
 
9 Vagliani, Quando Alice, p. 13. 
10 The first English periodical for children was ‘The Lilliputian Magazine’, created in 1751. Magazines for 
children grew in number especially in the eighteenth century, including prose, verse and illustrations. See 
Kristen Dortner, English Children and their Magazines, 1751-1945 (London: Yale University Press, 1988). 
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It was not long before educators realized the ‘subversive’ potential of comics and 
their distance from the traditional forms of Italian children’s literature. Emblematic in this 
respect was the reaction of Paolo Lorenzini, Collodi’s nephew, whose position can be 
seen as representative of the conservative attitude of nineteenth-century pedagogues. In 
resigning from the direction of the popular children’s periodical Topolino, he blamed 
comics for having outweighed the written sections of the magazines. In his farewell letter, 
published in Topolino on the 30th of Dicember 1933, he wrote: 
 
L'Editore, nell'intendimento di conformarsi ai gusti dei ragazzi d'oggi e di render 
loro sempre più gradito il ‘Topolino’, lo è andato ricolmando, ognor più di vignette e 
storielle figurate. Lo spazio rimasto a sfogo di velleità più o meno letterarie di 
piccini e di grandi era pochissimo e viene ancor più ridotto.11 
 
We can see how, in Lorenzini’s view, the success of comics and their dominant presence 
in Italian magazines were both a cause and a consequence of the degeneration of 
traditional literary forms. Interestingly, intellectuals who favoured traditional views had 
made similar accusations against translated literature, blamed for having introduced new 
and more popular genres which had ‘corrupted’ Italian readers. In the case of comics, the 
essential role of the visual aspect of texts raised special concerns among Italian 
pedagogues, for it was seen as a threat to humanistic culture, endangered by modernity 
and changing social values. 
Progressively during the 1930s, the extraordinary success of foreign comics, and 
especially American ones, became a political problem in the eyes of the Fascist regime, 
to the point of prompting censorship measures. As we will see later, this was caused by 
                                                
 
11 On issue 53 of Topolino, published on 30 Dicember 1933. 
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the worsening political relationships between Italy and the U.S., but also by the 
broadening of the audience for comics. The latter, over the course of 1930s, had begun to 
address a more mixed audience of children, adolescents and even adults. The issue of 
audience was therefore a key factor in the marketing and reception of American comics 
during the Fascist regime, while also playing a key role in determining the strategies of 
translation and their political implications. 
2. Comics in Translation 
When first introduced into the Italian literary system, comics were heavily adapted to suit 
the conventions of the Italian children’s literature of the time. The clearest consequence 
of this domesticating strategy of translation was the elimination of balloons, which were 
replaced by Italian rhymed captions. If we compare an original  comic strip from the 
American Little Nemo with its Italian translation, it is immediately clear how the image-
text interaction in the translated comic page followed a more traditional model, where the 
images were presented as illustrations: 
      
Figure 6 American and Italian version of ‘Little Nemo’, published in 1900 and 1908, in a Sunday paper (The New 
York Herald) and a children’s magazine (Il Corriere dei Piccoli) respectively. 
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Scholars, such as Shavit, have argued that, even more than translations of literature for 
adults: 
 
Translations of children’s literature tend to attach the text to existing models in the 
target literature […] If the model of the original text does not exist in the target 
system, the text is changed by deleting such elements in order to adjust it to the 
model which absorbs it in the target literature.12  
 
We can see how, when transposed into the target context of early nineteenth-century 
Italy, comics were deprived of their distinctive communicative structure and assimilated 
to children’s illustrated stories. The model offered by Shavit certainly provides a useful 
tool for investigation. However, according to her, translations can only introduce changes 
and innovations into the target system if and when translated texts acquire a more central 
position in the literary polysystem, through processes of canonization.     
The case of Italian comics shows, on the other hand, how the dynamics of 
interaction between original and imported products can be more complex than this, and 
do not always follow predictable patterns. The first comics which appeared in children’s 
magazines were regarded as a marginal literary product, and were therefore abridged and 
manipulated in translation. However, precisely because they were  presented as 
                                                
 
12 Zohar Shavit, ‘Translation of Children's Literature as a Function of Its Position in the Literary 
Polysystem’, Poetics Today, 24 (1981), carabba (p. 171). See also Emer O’Sullivan’s analysis of the 
different tendencies characterizing the translation of Alice in Wonderland into German, in Comparative 
Children’s Literature, pp. 96-7. 
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‘innocent’ stories for children and looked down upon by the cultural authorities, comics 
entered the Italian system almost unnoticed.13 
As Zanettin rightly points out, ‘The translation of comics into another language is 
primarily their translation into another visual culture’.14 American comics translated into 
Italian had to conform to a humanistic culture in which illustrations were considered to be 
subordinate to the written text,15 and were mainly found as decorative elements in books 
for children, as such having a very different function from that of comics. If we consider 
Silvia Morgana’s claim that ‘Il fumetto può svolgere la sua funzione anche in assenza 
della parola scritta’,16 it follows that the elimination of balloons in Italian comics 
significantly upset the hierarchy between words and images. With the latter being 
relegated to a merely illustrative function, the written caption restored a more 
conventional narrative structure. At the same time, what might seem like a conservative 
strategy of translation could have generated an unexpected freedom of interpretation. 
Talking about his experience as a consumer of American comics, Italian writer Italo 
Calvino said:  
 
Il versificatore non aveva la minima idea di quel che poteva essere scritto nei 
balloons dell’originale, perché non capiva l’inglese o perché lavorava su cartoons già 
ridisegnati e resi muti. Comunque io preferivo ignorare le righe scritte e continuare 
                                                
 
13 In this regard, Claudio Carabba argues that: ‘Il carattere anticonformista del primo Topolino, 
dell’Avventuroso e degli altri fogli americani di allora, fu probabilmente possible grazie all’ignoranza e 
all’errata valutazione del fenomeno fumetto, considerato all’inizio un sottoprodotto ideologicamente non 
influente.’ In Il fascismo a fumetti (Florence: Guaraldi, 1973), p. 7. 
14 Federico Zanettin, Comics in Translation (Manchester: St. Jerome, 2008), p. 12. 
15 Accordino to Leonardo Becciu, ‘L’Europa umanista non voleva e non poteva neppure accettare l’idea che 
la “sacra” parola si riducesse al rango di ancella del disegno.’ In Il fumetto in Italia (Florence: Sansoni, 
1971), p. 30 
16 Sivlia Morgana, ‘Lingua nelle nuvole. Considerazioni sul fumetto’ in Editori e piccoli lettori tra Otto e 
Novecento, ed. by Luisa Finocchi e Ada Gigli Marchetta (Milan: Franco Angeli, 2004), pp. 368-80 (p. 368). 
  
191 
nella mia occupazione favorita di fantasticare dentro le figure e nella loro 
successione.17 
 
We can see how the foreignness of comics and their innovative potential could not 
simply be removed through the elimination of balloons. In talking about the different 
ways in which interpreters can translate the original voice for their target audience, 
Cecilia Wadensjö has distinguished between ‘relaying by replaying' and 'relaying by 
displaying’.18 In the former case the primary speaker’s voice is replaced by that of the 
interpreter, in accordance with a principle of fluency and naturalness; in the latter the 
target audience is exposed to the ‘foreignness’ of the original, which is not effaced in the 
interpreting process. Because of their visual component, comics represent a special case 
of 'relaying by displaying’, since the original is necessarily displayed and cannot be 
completely erased in translation. However, the translator’s interventions can affect the 
plot, by manipulating the content of the balloons, or, as in the case of Italian comics, they 
can modify the narrative structure as a whole. According to Yuri Lotman, ‘dialogue 
presupposes asymmetry’, therefore it is the inherent asymmetry between semiotic spaces 
that produces new information.19 In the case of the translated American comics, ‘foreign’ 
and ‘domestic’ elements were particularly visible, as they coexisted in the comic strip 
where the original images were accompanied by Italian captions. As a consequence, 
rather than being a simplified version of the American strips, Italian comics were a new 
product, in which the interaction between the visual and the verbal dimension followed a 
new and original communicative structure. 
                                                
 
17 Italo Calvino, Lezioni Americane (Milan: Garzanti, 1988), p. 121 
18 Cecilia Wadensjö, Interpreting as Interaction (London: Longman, 1998), p. 312. 
19 Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000), p. 
143. 
  
192 
2.1 American Comics for Fascist Children 
Looking at the reception of American comics during the Fascist period, it is possible to 
outline three main phases, characterized by the predominance of certain tendencies, with 
extensive overlaps between them. The first one coincides with the introduction of 
American comics into the Italian literary system, which will later inspire the domestic 
production. As we have seen, the first foreign comics were adapted to the conventions of 
Italian children’s literature. When their success became evident, conservative intellectuals 
and educators (such as Lorenzini, quoted above), began to criticize the dominant presence 
of illustrations in children’s magazines, without fully acknowledging the revolutionary 
potential of comics.  
A second phase can be observed from the 1930s, when the children’s publisher 
Nerbini understood the potential of American comics and started publishing them in a 
format which was closer to the original. At the beginning of the decade, in 1932, the 
Milanese publisher Lotario Vecchi had already published the first comic strips with 
balloons, in the children’s magazine Jumbo. However, despite the presence of the original 
balloons, the British comic ‘Bruin Boys’, by Herbert Foxwell, was still accompanied by 
explanatory lengthy explanatory captions. It was a mixed strategy of translation, which 
aimed to compromise between tradition and innovation, in line with the editorial 
principles of a magazine that, despite the presence of comics, presented itself as 
traditional. The clear educational purpose of Jumbo informs the editorial message 
published in the first issue: 
 
Eccovi, o bimbi, un giornalino per voi: ed eccovi, o genitori, un vero e buon amico 
per i vostri figlioli! […] Le storielle che verranno stampate su JUMBO in nitide ed 
artistiche illustrazioni, avranno sempre un fine altamente morale: saranno una 
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esaltazione delle virtù civili che ogni bimbo italiano deve avere […] nell’esempio 
fulgidissimo del Re Vittorioso e sotto la guida del Duce, che tanta parte delle sue 
cure dedica alla nuova gioventù della Patria […] E sarà soprattutto e strettamente 
osservato che in JUMBO trionfi la più sana morale e che mai e in nessun modo 
vengano offesi i delicati sentimenti dei suoi piccoli lettori.20 
 
With Topolino (1932), and especially L’Avventuroso (1934), Nerbini introduced 
American comic heroes to Italian readers in a format closer to the original, which 
reproduced the communicative and expressive structure of American strips. 
Enthusiastically received by Italian readers, American comics soon started to flood the 
Italian market, giving rise to a proliferation of magazines almost entirely devoted to U.S. 
comic strips. At the same time, Italian comics began to be produced, partly in response to 
a shortage in the supply of American stories, partly as a genuine product of Italian (often, 
but by no means always, Fascist) creativity. This resulted in the coexistence of very 
different products falling under the common definition of ‘comics’, ranging from 
American superheroes to the propagandistic stories published in Fascist magazines for 
children such as Il Balilla (1922) and La Piccola Italiana (1927).21 Talking about his 
childhood during the Fascist years, the protagonist of Umberto Eco’s La misteriosa 
fiamma della regina Loana (2004) claims that American superheroes instilled in him a 
new moral perspective, a different vision of good and evil from the one proposed by the 
official culture. The author recalls, in particular, a comic strip published in Topolino 
                                                
 
20 Jumbo, 1.1 (17 December 1932), p. 2. 
21 Mauro Forno describes the two magazines as reflecting ‘un mondo fondato sul pregiudizio, 
sull’etnocentrismo, sull’esaltazione della disciplina, con ripugnanti elogi del manganello, della supremazia 
della razza italica, dell’intolleranza contro gli avversari politici, del maschilismo; il tutto spesso 
ridicolmente condito con il ricorso a personaggi di fantasia, caratterizzati dale sembianze somatiche del 
duce’ in La Stampa del ventennio. Strutture e trasformazioni nello stato totalitario (Soneria Mannelli: 
Rubbettino, 2005), p. 147. 
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between April and September 1935 with the title ‘Topolino Giornalista’,22 in which 
Topolino is the director of a newspaper constantly attacked by a group of gangsters, who 
try to control its activity through a strategy of violence and terror. Topolino and his 
employees are determined to resist intimidation and keep on publishing controversial 
news about the activities of the gangsters, as well as of corrupt politicians.  
The values conveyed by ‘Topolino Giornalista’, a comic strip which speaks of 
freedom of information and the search for truth at all costs, are clearly at odds with the 
policy of the regime, which from its early stages imposed a tight censorial control on the 
press. When Mussolini came to power, he adapted existing censorship system to the 
needs of the Fascist state, paying special attention to periodical publications, which were 
closely monitored by local prefects, first by the press office, and later, and finally, by the 
Ministry of Popular Culture. Moreover in 1925, the press office was put in charge of the 
Istituto Luce, which promoted and distributed newsreels and documentaries; the 
following year, it gained control of radio bulletins.23  In 1935, the same year that the story 
was published, Mussolini had created the ‘Ministero per la Stampa e la Propaganda’, with 
the clear aim of tightening the State’s supervision of the press. This resulted in what Eco 
defines as ‘schizofrenia infantile’,24 whereby Italian young readers were officially 
indoctrinated with Fascist values, while at the same time avidly reading American 
comics. One of the earliest manifestations of hostility against comics date back precisely 
to 1935, when journalist Francesco de Agazio wrote in La parola e il libro, the 
prestigious bulletin issued by the ‘Biblioteche Nazionali e Scolastiche’:   
 
                                                
 
22 ‘Mickey Mouse Runs His Own Newspaper’, published in America between 4 March 1935 and 1 June 
1935. 
23 Guido Bonsaver, Censorship and Literature, p. 22.  
24 Umbero Eco, La misteriosa fiamma della regina Loana (Milan: Bompiani, 2004), p. 240. 
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 in questi ultimi tempi alcuni editori di pochi scrupoli […] si sono dati a inondare il 
mercato di giornaluzzi e giornaletti per ragazzi, stampandone due, tre, quattro per 
ognuno, alla gara del basso prezzo e della forte tiratura, del lanciamento clamoroso e 
dell’orgiastica coloritura, metaforica e non.25 
 
The title of the article is interesting in itself; while the traditional definition of ‘letteratura 
per l’infanzia’ refers to literature which is made available to children, the expression ‘i 
giornali dei ragazzi’ implies that children own the magazines. 
In 1936, teacher and pedagogue Gherardo Ugolini wrote, in an article condemning 
magazines for children: ‘Risulta evidente a tutti il danno subito dai fanciulli nel leggere 
racconti inadatti di una fantasia esagerata, talora balordi, talora sconvenienti’. He went on 
to argue that, notwithstanding their success with readers, certain magazines should be 
suppressed, because:  
 
La morale politica vieterebbe giornali sovversivi anche se vi fossero eventuali 
richieste di compratori: così deve essere per i giornali che, indirettamente, attentano 
alla integrità spirituale dell'infanzia italiana, sovvertendola dai sani principi di 
ordine, di semplicità, di austerità latini’.26  
 
We can find two recurring arguments underlying the disapproval of comics, which show 
significant similarities with those expressed in relation to Alice in Wonderland.  First, 
foreign comics were considered ‘unsuitable’ for Italian children, who were naturally 
                                                
 
25 Francesco de Agazio, ‘I giornali dei ragazzi’, La parola e il libro, 3 (1935), 135-37 (p. 135). 
26 Gherardo Ugolini, ‘I giornali per ragazzi’, Scuola italiana moderna, 11 (10 January 1936),  131-35 (p. 
135).   
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inclined to discipline and Latin austerity.  Second, their corrupting potential of comics 
could ‘intoxicate’ young minds and offend the moral sensibilities. 
The campaign against comics, which had spread across Fascist journals, acquired a 
political resonance on the occasion of the aforementioned ‘Conferenza per la Letteratura 
Infantile e Giovanile’ (already discussed in Chapter One), which was held in Bologna in 
1938. Fascist educator Cugini sums up the main arguments against comics as follows:  
 
Teorie infinite di vignette si presentano come in pellicole straniere, spesso vengono 
intercalate con parole e frasi integralmente in lingua sconosciuta con didascalie che 
oltre a non essere propriamente dei fioretti letterari sono volutamente lasciate nella 
dizione esotica pure non essendo intraducibili…Ma queste orribili stampe 
pseudoeducative altro non procurano ai giovani che un morboso desiderio di seguire 
incredibili avventure di cappellacci alla Buffalo Bill, di poliziotti rivoltellanti, di 
piroghe e di contrabbandieri. Tutto ciò non è affatto in rapporto, neanche lontano, 
con la vita nostra nell'ora che volge. La scuola fascista e le organizzazioni del regime 
hanno bisogno a sussidio di miglior linfa per i giovani. Queste orribili misture, 
queste amalgame barbariche del pensiero non possono e non devono attecchire fra 
noi perché nulla possono avere in comune con la civiltà Romano-Fascista.27  
 
On the occasion of the 1938 Bologna conference, educators and intellectuals denounced, 
in their interventions, the degeneration of children’s periodicals, which are accused of 
being completely corrupted by foreign stories. The main arguments advanced against 
comics described them as morally harmful products, alien to the Italian tradition and 
especially the ‘Italic race’; they were also accused of representing the degeneration of 
                                                
 
27 Gianni Cugini, ‘I giovani leggono’, L'educatore fascista, 8.15 (1938). Qtd in Juri Meda, Stelle e Strips. 
La stampa a fumetti italiana tra americanismo e antiamericanismo (1935-1955) (Macerata: EUM, 2007), p. 
129. 
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modernity associated with American civilization and thus of being openly in contrast 
with Fascist values. A few months before the conference, the writer and educator 
Giuseppe Fanciulli had published an article, ‘Delitti di lesa infanzia’, where he exposed 
the corrupting influences of American comics, which he claimed were responsible for ‘il 
metodico avvelenamento dell’anima infantile’.28 Such a strong rejection of foreign 
products also suited the rhetoric of autarchy which was particularly strong in those years, 
after the League of Nations had imposed sanctions on Italy for having invaded Ethiopia.29  
The aftermath of the Bologna conference marked the start of a third phase, where 
American comics began to be more firmly condemned on ideological and political 
grounds. Following the conference, Alfieri – Head of the ‘Ministero della Cultura 
Popolare’ which in 1937 had replaced the ‘Ministero per la Stampa e la Propaganda’ –  
issued a notice to all publishers, imposing the elimination of foreign materials, except for 
Disney, whose outstanding artistic quality was recognized. We read in the text of the 
communication:  
 
Abolizione completa di tutto il materiale di importazione straniera, facendo 
eccezione per le creazioni di Walt Disney, che si distaccano dalle altre per il loro 
valore artistico e la sostanziale moralità, e soppressione di quelle storie e illustrazioni 
che si ispirano alla produzione straniera.30 
 
We can see how the translation of comics had acted in two ways, both condemned by the 
regime: not only did it introduce foreign stories into the Italian system, it also 
                                                
 
28 Giuseppe Fanciulli, ‘Delitti di lesa infanzia: i giornali dei nostri ragazzi’, Nuova Antologia (1938), 447-
55 (p. 449). 
29 For a definition of autarchy, see Chapter One, p. 50. 
30 Reproduced on the children’s magazines Giuglia! (11 December 1938), p. 3 and L’Avventuroso (18 
December 1938), p. 2. 
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significantly influenced the production of Italian comics, both thematically and 
stylistically. By imitating American comics, publishers were in fact trying to circumvent 
Fascist censorship, which was especially harsh against foreign comics, while allowing 
Italian comics more room for manoeuvre.  Different strategies were employed to disguise 
foreign comics as Italian. In some cases, the name of the American heroes were 
italianized (i.e. ‘Mandrake’, who became ‘Mandrache’) or slightly changed, while in 
other cases, foreign strips were reproduced with almost imperceptible changes, and then 
signed with Italian names.31 Some Italian cartoonists simply copied the American comic 
strips and published them with a new title (i.e. ‘The Phantom’, initially translated as 
‘L’Uomo Mascherato’, and, between and 1939-1941, redrawn by Roberto Lemmi with 
the title of ‘Il Giustiziere Mascherato’ and ‘L’Uomo Misterioso’). Finally, many of the 
Italian comic characters created during those years had a striking resemblance with the 
censored American heroes. This is the case with the Italian-American policemen, ‘Dick 
Fulmine’ (by Carlo Cossio) and ‘Petrosino’ (by Fernando Vighi), both created in 1938.  
                                                
 
31 Ernesto G. Laura refers to the widespread practice of  ‘spacciare per italiano il fumetto inventando uno 
sceneggiatore nostrano e affidando a un nostro disegnatore il compito ora di ritoccare, ora di ridisegnare le 
strisce original’ in Gli anni de L’Avventuroso (Florence: Nerbini, 1997), p. 25.  
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Figure 7 ‘Dick Fulmine’, 1939 
 
Despite the directives issued by the MinCulPop, American comics continued to circulate 
until the end of the decade, until a definitive ban was issued in 1941, leading to the 
preventive censorship of over six million comics.32 Giorgio Fabre points out how, on the 
7th of July, the regime had also carried out a ‘censimento, anche “razziale”’33 of all 
authors, cartoonists, illustrators and translators who worked for children’s magazines. 
This was the year, defined by Laura as ‘l’anno dei divieti’,34 when crime fiction 
was also officially banned.35 At the beginning of the following year, balloons were 
banned, and even the use of separate captions was contested in favour of a return to more 
                                                
 
32 Boero and de Luca, La letteratura, p. 174.  
33 Fabre, L’elenco, p. 249.  
34 Laura, Gli anni, p. 30. 
35 In December 1941, the MinCulPop issued the following notice to all publishers: ‘Il Ministero della 
Cultura Popolare ha disposto, per ragioni di carattere morale, che la pubblicazione dei libri gialli venga 
sottomessa alla preventiva sua autorizzazione. Il Ministero ha disposto inoltre che vengano ritirati dalla 
circolazione non pochi romanzi gialli già pubblicati che giudica nocivi per la gioventù. L’incarico di ritirare 
tali libri è stato affidato agli editori stessi.’ Qtd in Loris Rambelli, Storia del Giallo Italiano (Milan: 
Garzanti, 1979), p. 115. 
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traditional illustrations, separated by blurred boundaries.36 We have seen how, when 
comics were first translated, the elimination of balloons in favour of rhymed captions was 
motivated by pedagogical and poetological concerns. At the same time, the specific ban 
on speech balloons issued by the regime shows how the communicative structure of 
comics had come to constitute a political problem. As well as revealing the regime’s 
autarchic ambitions, the return to more conventional forms of story-telling, where images 
were relegated to a decorative function, also mirrors a conservative notion of children’s 
literature, which was seen a means of indoctrination. 
 However, the new directives on children’s magazines were not fully 
implemented, because, in 1940, Italy had entered the Second World War, which would 
soon compromise the whole cultural production of the country. 
2.2 Translation between Identity and Innovation  
If we look at the three phases outlined above, we can note how the translation of 
American comics initially employed domesticating strategies, which later evolved into 
strategies of assimilation, appropriating foreign traits for domestic ends.  
At the same time, the translation of comics introduced elements of innovation into 
the target system which should not be overlooked. Despite their didactic purpose, 
magazines for children represented an innovative product, which, as already mentioned, 
was born under the influence of European literature, at a time of creativity and expansion 
for Italian children’s literature. As the twentieth century progressed, new periodicals for 
children marked a decisive break with old pedagogic paradigms, and began to address 
                                                
 
36 Laura, Gli anni, p. 34.  
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children directly, rather than trying to seduce their parents.37 The first issue of Topolino 
clearly tries to establish complicity with its young readers, who are greeted with this 
message:  
 
Questo giornalino non ti promette altro che di farti passare qualche lieto momento, di 
svagarti un poco, e non ha la benchè minima idea di fare il saputone con te. Se 
imparerai qualcosa, tanto meglio, vuol dire che il giornalino ti avrà insegnato senza 
farsene accorgere. D'altronde di maestri ne hai abbastanza, il da fare non ti manca e 
non ti manca neanche il diritto di spassartela un poco quando ti è concesso di 
ricordarti che sei un ragazzo.38  
 
The innovatory spirit of Topolino becomes self-evident if we compare this 
communication from the publisher with the one examined above, which had appeared in 
the opening issue of Jumbo. 
The ‘subversive’ potential of comics was also a result of their visual nature, which 
allowed immediate consumption by child readers, making adult mediation unnecessary.  
This idea had already been expressed by Walter Benjamin who, at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, described the innovative dimension of illustrations by saying: ‘These 
were beyond the reach of philanthropic theories, so artists and children swiftly came to an 
understanding over the heads of the pedagogue’.39 This positive remark is turned into a 
criticism in the article by Fanciulli mentioned above, where he argues that:  
 
                                                
 
37 For a history of Italian magazines for children, see: Giovanni Genovesi,  La stampa periodica per 
ragazzi. Da Cuore a Charlie Brown  (Parma: Guanda, 1972). 
38 Topolino, 1 (31 December 1932), p. 2. 
39 Walter Benjamin, ‘Old Forgotten Children’s Books’, in Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings 1913-1926, 
ed. by Marcus P. Bullock and Michael W. Jennings, 2 vols (London: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 1996), i, p. 409. 
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Non è vero, infatti, che i ‘consumatori’ (non si può dire lettori) intendano con 
esattezza il poco intellegibile contenuto di quei racconti; ognuno se ne fa un’ ‘idea’ 
con un’oscillante serie di immagini, molto somiglianti a quelle del sogno e non 
troppo lontane da quelle di un delirio.40  
 
 According to the author, the danger represented by comics lay precisely in their being 
too easily interpreted, according to the individual imagination. The fact that readers are 
defined as ‘consumatori’ is especially interesting; if, on the one hand, it reveals how 
comics were considered as a sub-product of literature, on the other it also shows an 
association between American comics and the creation of a mass audience. The latter was 
especially feared by the regime, which aimed to forge a national mass audience in support 
of the Fascist State. 
 In order to understand the role of translation in this complex process of aesthetic 
and ideological negotiation, it is useful to turn to Clem Robyns’ classification of the most 
common attitudes held towards foreign literature. Robyns defines the process of 
translation as a ‘potential code violation’,41 which threatens the sense of self-definition of 
a given community. In assuming the existence of a monolithic and homogeneous ‘shared 
identity’, Robyns’ model does not fully account for the inner tensions and contradictions 
informing identity, but it nonetheless offers a valuable framework within which to 
observe the dynamics of the interaction between native and foreign products. Robyns 
describes the different attitudes a community can take towards the foreign as imperialist, 
defensive, trans-discursive and defective positions – resulting in different strategies of 
translation.  
                                                
 
40 Fanciulli, ‘Delitti’, p. 454. 
41 Clem Robyns, ‘Translation and Discursive Identity’, Poetics Today, 15.3 (Autumn 1994), 405-28 (p. 
407). 
  
203 
In the case of Fascist Italy, we notice a striking discrepancy between reality and 
propaganda. On a rhetorical level, Fascist Italy took an imperialist and defensive stand, 
where ‘The threatening intrusion of the alien discourse is often characterised as an 
invasion’.42 In reality, the case of American comics reveals a defective position, defined 
by Robyns as ‘turning to “alien” discourses and importing discursive elements from 
them’.43 However, such a position was highly problematic for the regime’s self-
representation, as it offered, in Rundle’s words, an ‘image of receptiveness that clashed 
awkwardly with the image Fascism wished to see propagated of a virile culture that was 
energetically penetrating foreign markets with the products of its renewed vigour’.44 In 
addition, the influence exerted by American comics on the first Italian comics had the 
effect of blurring the boundaries between native and foreign products. This resulted in a 
trans-discursive dimension, where, according to Robyns’ definition, original and copy are 
‘seen as equal contributions to a common goal’.45 The scholar also points out how trans-
discursive positions most often provoke, in the target context, ‘defensive reactions which 
usually take the form of purism’.46 This was certainly the case in the Fascist context 
where, as we have seen, the widespread circulation of American comics raised 
pedagogical and political concerns. With regards to the latter, we should also remember 
that the campaign against foreign comics was inscribed within a wider strategy of 
reclamation of Italian culture.  As already mentioned, the creation of a Commissione per 
l’Italianità della lingua (1940) is especially revealing of the protective attitude of the 
regime towards the Italian language, seen as endangered by the overwhelming presence 
of translations. With language being a symbol of national identity, the success enjoyed by 
                                                
 
42 Ibid., pp. 415-16. 
43 Ibid., p. 420. 
44 Rundle, Publishing Translations, p. 45. 
45 Robyns, ‘Translation and Discursive’, p. 418. 
46 Ibid., p. 420. 
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foreign literature, of which comics were an obvious example, represented a threat to the 
political integrity of the nation. In the first report produced by the Commissione, Giulio 
Bertoni claims that: ‘Italianità di lingua è italianità di pensiero. La lingua è la nazione’.47 
However, translating American comics during the Fascist regime did not only 
entail the negotiation of difference. Confrontation with the Other also led to the re-
negotiation of identity and self-representation. In this respect, the complex and 
contradictory reception of American comics can be seen as mirroring the regime’s 
attitude towards the U.S., described by Emilio Gentile as ‘swinging between fanatical 
revulsion and fascinated attraction’.48 
Especially in the early years of the regime, the official attitude towards American 
politics and civilization was extremely varied and included instances of Americanism as 
well as anti-Americanism. This corresponded to an inner tension between revolutionary 
and conservative tendencies within Fascist ideology,49 dating back to the origin of 
Fascism as a revolutionary movement which was later institutionalised. The ‘crusade 
against American plutocratic democracy’50 carried out by the regime, especially from the 
second half of the 1930s, was not only determined by political reasons, although these 
were certainly relevant to the official reception of American culture. According to 
Gentile, ‘Americanism was, for Fascist culture, one of the main mythical metaphors of 
modernity, which was perceived ambivalently, as a phenomenon both terrifying and 
                                                
 
47 Qtd. in Naomi Klein, La politica linguistica del fascismo (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1986), p. 127. 
48 Gentile, The Struggle For Modernity, p. 176. 
49 On a cultural and aesthetic level, the competition between rural and metropolitan values was expressed 
respectively in the movements of Strapaese and Stracittà. The former expressed its views in the journal Il 
Selvaggio (1924), which claimed to embody the genuine, rural identity of Italy, against Futurism and its 
cult of modernity. The latter was represented by the journal ‘900 (1926), advocating technology, modernity, 
and cosmopolitanism. According to Giovanni Casoli, ‘L’ambiguità stava nel regime stesso, bisognoso sia di 
autachia culturale che di propagandistica promozione europea e anti-borghese […] sia nei suoi ribollenti 
strapaesani che nei suoi modernizzati stracittadini’. In Novecento letterario italiano ed europeo (Rome: 
Città Nuova Editrice, 2002), p. 399. 
50 Emilio Gentile, The Struggle, p. 162. 
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fascinating.’51 This led to the coexistence of an admiration for American culture, 
especially evident in the great success enjoyed by cultural products from the United 
States, and anti-American sentiments and stereotypes, which figured prominently in the 
regime’s propaganda.  
Interestingly, in his defence of comics, the Italian cartoonist Rubino emphasised 
their affinities with typically Fascist values such as speed and immediacy: 
 
Veramente caratteristica dell’epoca moderna è questa forma di presentare le storie, le 
avventure, i romanzi, forma più che mai intonata al concetto di immediatezza, di 
velocità, di sintesi che impronta oggi il mondo in cui viviamo.52 
 
Similar aesthetic principles were also at the core of the Futurist movement, which 
celebrated modernity, dynamism and technology, and which found its main source of 
inspiration in urban landscapes, as opposed to nature. In presenting urban modernity as a 
utopia of sublime grace’,53 American comics were imbued with an urban iconography 
that was already part of the Italian imagination. Typically set in urban environments, the 
superheroes’ stories expressed a fascination for modernity which was already part of the 
Fascist imaginary. This is especially evident if we look at some of the propagandistic 
postcards produced during the ventennio, which often featured planes, trains, weapons 
and other products of modernity, seen as a process of conquest and expansion.54 
 Not only the form, but also the language of comics shared significant features 
with the modes of Fascist propaganda. The latter has been described as the first example 
                                                
 
51 Ibid., p. 161. 
52 ‘Tavole a quadretti’, Paperino e altre avventure, 34 (18 August 1938), p. 6. 
53 Scott Bukatman, Matters of Gravity: Special Effects and Supermen in the Twentieth Century (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 2004), p. 185.  
54 Loredana Polezzi claims that ‘Non c’è romanzo africano di quegli anni, non c’è fumetto o racconto per 
ragazzi, non c’è diario di viaggio in cui non appaia la macchina’ in ‘Esotismi-eroismi’, p. 53 
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of mass advertising in Italian history: while, before the advent of Fascism, advertisements 
addressed a restricted, elite audience, Mussolini’s propaganda was aimed at marketing 
Fascism ideology as a mass product.55 As a consequence, the messages produced and 
circulated by the regime had to be simple and effective, in order to have the widest reach 
and appeal. For this purpose, while presenting itself as a ‘revolutionary’ movement, 
promoting new values and ideas, Fascism also extensively drew on shared cultural 
symbols and beliefs.  Bucchi identifies the distinctive features of propagandistic 
postcards in: ‘la preminenza dell'iconografia sul testo, l'uso di colori forti e contrastanti, 
la necessità di utilizzare un linguaggio conciso, schematico e accessibile alla gran parte 
della popolazione’.56 These are all characteristics that could be used to describe the 
narrative form of American comics, a mass product which had its origin in popular 
culture. 
Finally, in terms of content, the appeal American comics could exercise for young 
readers already indoctrinated with Fascism was recognized by the pedagogue Mimy 
Menicucci, who strongly disapproved of those publishers who:  
 
Indovinando nei ragazzi il desiderio dell'avventura del fantastico, del dinamico, 
esasperato dai nuovi tempi, [...] gettavano sul mercato tutta una produzione 
americaneggiante a base di imprese straordinarie che soddisfacevano pienamente la 
nuova psicologia dei ragazzi, nati e cresciuti in un'atmosfera di guerra e di lotta. 
(my emphasis)57  
 
                                                
 
55 Gian Paolo Ceserani, ‘Dalla comunicazione di élite a quella di massa. Un prodotto nuovo: il fascismo’ in 
Immagini e retorica, ed. by Brilli, pp. 21-5. 
56 Massimilano Bucchi, ‘Comunicazione e società nelle cartoline e nei manifesti di propaganda fascista: 
1935-1942’ in Immagini e retorica, ed. by Brilli, pp. 55-7 (p. 55). 
57 Corriere delle maestre, 3 (23 October 1938),  16-20 (p. 19). 
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The mythologies elaborated by Fascism had contributed to the success of comics, whilst 
also affecting the ways in which they were translated and received.58 At the same time, 
the elements of resemblance between Fascist propaganda and American comics 
emphasise the differences in their ideological dimension. A clear example of this can be 
found in the figure of the ‘superhero’, which shared significant features with the kind of 
heroic masculinity promoted by Fascism. For instance, as Bucchi claims, in Fascist 
propaganda: ‘A differenza della propaganda nazionalsocialista, non è esaltata l’efficienza 
della patria ma l’eroismo individuale’.59 Similarly, American comics were often 
characterised by an individualistic narrative, where the superhero acted on his own to 
protect his local community. On the other hand, while carrying out their individual acts of 
exceptional courage, the Fascist heroes portrayed in the regime’s propaganda were 
characterised by civil obedience and submission to the State, all elements which were 
completely absent from American stories. In this respect, Umberto Eco has shown how 
the moral texture of superheroes such as Superman lacks any political dimension. ‘In 
Superman’ he argues ‘we have a perfect example of civil consciousness completely split 
from political consciousness’.60  
Another clear example of the ways in which Fascist mythologies influenced the 
dynamics of selection and translation of American comics can be found in the great 
success enjoyed by ‘Tim Tyler’s Luck’, renamed ‘Cino e Franco’ in the Italian version. 
Initially published in Topolino in 1933, not only was ‘Cino e Franco’ the first comic strip 
to be issued as a magazine on its own (Il giornale di Cino e Franco, 1935), but it also 
                                                
 
58 Accordino to Yuri Meda: ‘Il fascismo stesso dunque, in un certo senso, aveva creato le condizioni per lo 
straordinario successo degli adventure comics, facendo della spericolatezza e del coraggio le doti 
fondamentali dell “uomo nuovo fascista”’ in Stelle e Strips, p. 106. 
59 Massimiliano Bucchi, ‘Comunicazione e società’, p. 55. 
60 Umberto Eco, ‘The Myth of Superman’, in The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of 
Texts (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979), pp. 107-24 (p. 123).  
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inspired a significant number of imitations.61 Scholars have noted how, while the 
majority of American strips featured adult heroes, the comics translated into Italian 
mainly had young protagonists.62 The preference accorded to young characters can be 
partly explained by considering the fact that comics in Italy were primarily intended for 
children and teenagers; therefore it is not surprising that they featured young characters as 
a way of fostering the reader’s identification.  However, the popularity  of ‘Cino e 
Franco’ in 1930s Italy certainly benefited from the cult of youth informing Fascist 
ideology. The adventures undertaken by the teenage friends were likely to provoke an 
emotional response in readers accustomed to Fascist narratives celebrating the readiness 
and the heroism of youth.  
An important feature of ‘Cino e Franco’, which contributed to its success in Italy, 
was the African setting. As we saw in Chapter Two, Africa was not a neutral landscape; 
rather it evoked a rich web of connotations and suggestions for Italian readers. Fascist 
propaganda in support of the colonial endeavour drew on pre-existing and well-
established narratives, in order to reinforce the idea that Africa and its inhabitants had to 
be ‘explored, mapped, appropriated’.63  
However, Fascism also generated new narratives and discourses on Africa, which 
contributed to the construction of Fascist identity. We have seen, for instance, how the 
‘dark continent’ was regarded as a privileged ‘luogo di rigenerazione del maschio 
                                                
 
61 The most famous being ‘Gino e Gianni’ by Rino Albertelli, published in Topolino from 1937, and ‘Gino 
e Piero’ by Franco Caprioli, appeared the same year on L’Avventuroso. 
62 Carabba argues that the preference for stories featuring young protagonists derives from a ‘conservative’ 
attitude: ‘Nelle avventurose saghe dei fumetti, i ragazzi sono da noi in posizione privilegiata rispetto agli 
adulti. Proprio per l’evidente gusto del protagonista bambino eppure votato ad eccelse imprese, i nostri 
giornalini si collegano direttamente alla tradizione della letteratura ottocentesca per l’infanzia, edificante e 
rigidamente “pedagogica”, distaccandosi di pari passo dalle maggiori tendenze delle strisce americane’. In 
Il Fascismo a fumetti, p. 60. 
63 Polezzi, ‘White, Male and Italian?’, p. 30.  
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occidentale’:64 governed by the chaos of primordial forces, the African environment 
provided Fascist men with the opportunity to exhibit their bravery and prove their 
superiority over the native populations. 
The next section will look at how the African setting was translated and re-framed 
within different ideological discourses when travelling from America to Fascist Italy, 
while also examining the diverse functions it performed in the first Italian comics. 
 
3. Race and Africa in American and Italian Comics 
 
Representations of race and ethnicity were already present in the first comic strips which 
appeared in the colour inserts of American Sunday papers. The dramatic increase of 
printed material at the end of the nineteenth century had given a new, hitherto unknown 
visibility to racial stereotypes. Magazines first, and then Sunday newspaper supplements, 
were consumed by a wide audience and left a long-lasting impression on their readers. 
According to Lee D. Baker, popular magazines were strongly affected by contemporary 
anthropological theories of race, hence their negative portrayal of Afro-American 
characters, which reflected old and new stereotypes.65 The scholar goes on to argue that 
‘Ideas of racial inferiority sustained saliency within the proliferating mass media’,66 and 
comics, as a mass product, were not unaffected by the dominant cultural stereotypes.67 If 
we look at what is widely regarded as the first comic strip, the The Yellow Kid by Richard 
                                                
 
64 Stefani, Colonia per maschi, p. 90. 
65 According to Baker: ‘African Americans were routinely portrayed in these magazines by such epithets as 
nigger, darky, coon, pickaninny, mammy, buck, and yaller hussy.’ In From Savage to Negro: Anthropology 
and the Construction of Race: 1896 – 1954, (Berkely: University of California Press, 1998), p. 74. 
66 From Savage, p. 73. 
67 According to Baker: ‘consistent and pervasive stereotypes were contingent on mass media. […] The 
better the copy, the greater the sense of truth and the more convincing the stereotype.’ From Savage, p. 74. 
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Outcault (1895), we can note how the portrayal of both Afro-American and Irish 
characters followed a stereotypically racist script.68 Such portrayals, according to Wood, 
were produced in order to ‘bound the white community together’,69 creating a shared 
sense of ‘American identity’ from which certain groups were excluded.  
Similarly, the African literary setting was certainly not an invention of Fascism. 
As comics developed from standalone storylines to serialized strips and, finally, comic 
books, the stories also became more sophisticated, thus moving towards a more complex 
representation of race. Bradford Wright points out how jungle comic books, which were 
very popular in the 1930s, were ‘centred on a hero – either male or female, but always 
white – who championed Western interests and sensibilities in savage lands plagued by 
internal chaos and external threat’.70 He goes on to show how the representation of race 
in jungle adventures was imbued with a sense of white superiority, which resulted in a 
‘paternalistic, imperialist and racist’ attitude towards Africa. In the words of Wright, ‘the 
hero, though Western in outlook, understood the ways of the savage lands better than the 
native people. Their intervention was needed because the childlike non-white peoples 
[…] inevitably proved woefully incapable of self-governing’.71 On the whole, jungle 
comic books are therefore blamed for justifying “Western colonial domination and white 
supremacy enforced through violence’.72 
The dimension of the jungle took on a symbolic function not dissimilar to that 
performed by Africa in the Italian context, since it came to represent a revitalizing space 
                                                
 
68 This is extensively argued and documented by Mary Wood, who talks about the representation of race 
and ethnicity in Outcault’s ‘The Yellow Kid’ on her website entirely dedicated to the comic-strip character: 
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69 Mary Wood, ‘The Yellow Kid on the Paper Stage’. 
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for Western masculinity, weakened by the comforts of urban life. Emblematic in this 
regard is the character of Tarzan, first appeared in the novel Tarzan of the Apes (1912) by 
Edgar Rice Burroughs and was adapted in comic strip form in 1929. Defined by Thomas 
Winter as ‘an imperialistic fantasy’,73 Tarzan embodies true manliness, as a prerogative 
of ‘civilized races’, which nonetheless finds its fullest expression in the invigorating 
contact with nature.74  
 It is not hard to imagine how this type of narrative could be readily appropriated 
by the Fascist regime when American comics set in Africa were translated into Italian. 
From the nineteenth century onwards, Italian illustrated magazines offered an exotic 
representation of Africa, often bordering on the horrific, which was clearly informed by 
colonial fantasies. The African setting performed a similar function in other literary 
genres. The case of Pinocchio, examined above, has shown how Fascist and pre-Fascist 
ideological discourses and narratives about Africa informed the rewritings of an Italian 
children’s classic. Talking about popular literature, Laura Ricci argues that the portrayal 
of Africa was based on ‘direttrici ideologiche e stereotipi culturali destinati a diventare 
                                                
 
73 ‘Tarzan’ in American Masculinities: A Historical Encyclopaedia, ed. by Bret E. Carroll (New York: The 
Moschovitis Group, 2003), pp. 449-50 (p. 449). While some scholars agree with this interpretation, seeing 
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dominanti,75 which will later justify the colonial aggression. Similarly, Loredana Polezzi 
has argued how travel accounts about Africa, which were particularly successful from the 
second half of the nineteenth-century, came to serve ‘one of the crucial cross-roads of the 
colonial imagination’.76  
Already during Italy’s expansion in Libya (1911), stereotypes and narratives 
about Africa informing popular literature were exploited by magazines and newspapers in 
support of the colonial aggression. Rosalia Franco has shown how this was also the first 
time that magazines for children, and especially La Domenica dei Fanciulli (1900), were 
used as a channel for political propaganda.77 The story would repeat itself, in more 
extreme terms, on the occasion of the Ethiopian War (1935), when literature for children, 
including illustrated magazines, regularly featured propagandistic themes which 
supported Mussolini’s colonial enterprise. The long-lasting fascination with the ‘dark 
continent’, combined with the discursive rhetoric of colonial propaganda, significantly 
affected the reception of the first foreign comics. When translated into Italian, comic 
strips with an exotic setting, such as ‘Cino e Franco’ and others, interacted with pre-
existing narratives about Africa, as well as Fascist propagandistic discourses.  
If, on the one hand, American comics themselves were not devoid of imperialist 
overtones, on the other, the discourses of race already present in the original comics were 
inevitably re-framed within the narratives created by the regime. Piergiorgio Zanotto has 
identified two trends in the Italian comics set in Africa. On the one hand, he says, there 
are those translated from the U.S., which offer an exotic portrayal of Africa; on the other, 
                                                
 
75 Ricci also adds that: ‘Se la propaganda fascista ebbe successo, è perché non nasceva dal nulla; anzi, la 
sua capacità di persuasione faceva leva su antichi retaggi e persistenti stereotipi’. In La Lingua dell’impero 
(Rome: Carrocci, 2005), p. 54. 
76 Loredana Polezzi, ‘Imperial Reproductions: The Circulation of Colonial Images Across Popular Genres 
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77 Rosalia Franco, ‘Colonialismo per ragazzi. La rappresentazione dell'Africa ne “La domenica dei 
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there are the Italian comics which, especially at the time of the Ethiopian War, were 
clearly informed by colonial discourses.78  
Even though such a distinction is certainly useful from the perspective of a 
historian of comics, if we focus on the process of translation, we can notice how the 
boundaries between original and translated works are much more permeable and fluid. In 
particular, diverse and dynamic narratives of Africa can be identified not only in 
translated comics, but also in the Italian ones, created on the model of their American 
ancestors. 
In order to illustrate this point, it will be useful to look at two examples of African 
comics published in Italy in the mid-1930s, one imported from America, and one created 
by an Italian cartoonist. The first is ‘Mickey Mouse in the Treasure Hunt’79 (1937), 
translated into Italian in the same year as ‘Topolino e il Gorilla Spettro’80 (1938). In this 
story, Topolino is left on his own to struggle for his life in a stereotypical jungle setting, 
after his African guide has run away at the first sign of danger. Having fallen prey to 
cannibals, the protagonist manages to outwit them, ridicule them, and eventually save his 
life. The story offers a strongly racist depiction of the native Africans, who are portrayed 
as either barbarous cannibals or as childish and submissive people in need of adult 
guidance. Such a demeaning portrayal of non-white races seems to be inscribed in the 
American tradition of comics where, according to Wright, ‘When they appeared at all in 
comic books, Africans and African Americans were relegated to the status of bumbling, 
clownish sidekicks or childlike jungle savages’.81 
                                                
 
78 Piergiorgio Canotto, ‘Il fumetto Italiano prima e dopo’ in Provincia di Torino (Assessorato alla cultura), 
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 The second example is ‘Al fortino Somalo’, a ‘storiella di Mario Lamarchia’, 
which appeared in Topolino 137 (11 August 1935). A typical product of the colonial 
propaganda of the time, this comic strip is frequently mentioned in histories of comics, 
for it portrayed, in a humoristic style, the use of gas against Abyssinian populations. The 
latter are depicted in the act of attacking the Italian troops, in direct reference to the 
incidents of Gondar and Ual Ual (1934) which were used as official justification for the 
Ethiopian war. 
Even if ‘Topolino e il Gorilla Spettro’ does not make direct reference to 
colonialism, the way in which Africa and its inhabitants are portrayed was loaded with 
new political connotations when transposed to the context of Fascist Italy. If we compare 
the original and the Italian strips, we notice how the balloons are translated literally. 
However, the dominant narratives circulated by Fascist propaganda were more powerful 
than any textual manipulation and imposed a colonial reading of the American comic 
story. Talking about the portrayal of non-Western characters in Mickey Mouse, Antonio 
Faeti claims that although certain features can be perceived as racist, the unrealistic 
setting made them devoid of any ideological or political content.82 The depiction of black 
characters in ‘Topolino e il Gorilla Spettro’ was certainly negative, and informed by 
commonly held stereotypes about Africa. However, for the American readers, the jungle 
was nothing more than an exotic setting, a symbolic dimension which served a narrative 
function. The same setting was bound to have a very different impact on Italian readers, 
who were exposed to the regime’s pervasive colonialist propaganda and whose image of 
Africa was shaped by long-lasting colonial discourses. 
                                                
 
82 Faeti especially refers to the portrayal of the Middle-East as ‘una Hollywood di cartapesta, dove un paese 
islamico è reso contaminando gli scenari di un'Arabia ipotetica con quelli degli USA roosveltiani, pieni 
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Especially after the creation of the ‘Africa Orientale Italiana’ (1936), the regime 
needed to provide a different representation of the natives that justified colonial 
domination. Indro Montanelli wrote in Civiltà Fascista, in 1936: ‘Non si sarà mai dei 
dominatori, se non si ha una coscienza esatta di una nostra fatale superiorità. Coi negri 
non si fraternizza. Non si può. Non si deve.’83 The same year, the Ministry of Popular 
Culture had issued the following directive to all newspaper editors:  
 
Pena provvedimenti di fortissimo rigore, astenersi dalle sdolcinature e tenerezze riguardo agli 
abissini. Nessun episodio sentimentale, nessuna fraternizzazione. Assoluta e netta divisone 
tra la razza che domina e quella che è dominata’.84  
 
Comics, like all print media, were therefore expected to reflect the relationship of 
domination and exploitation between the Italian colonizers and the African colonial 
subjects. The dangers of proximity and racial contamination, symbolically represented by 
cannibalism  – a theme which was already widely present in American comics – became 
of paramount concern. In 1936, the laws against miscegenation were issued, first denying 
Italian citizenship to children of mixed parentage and later, in 1937, forbidding marriages 
between Italians and Africans.85  In July of the following year, the Manifesto della Razza 
was published, shortly followed by the imposition of racial laws (September 1938). This 
target context imposed an ideological perspective on ‘Topolino e il Gorilla Spettro’, 
where the stereotypes already present in the original were translated into a new 
ideological framework.  The cowardly and unreliable African guide and the ‘barbarous’ 
indigenous people stood in sharp contrast with the protagonist, who managed to 
                                                
 
83 Qtd. Antonella Randazzo, L’Africa del Duce. I crimini fascisti in Africa (Varese: Edizioni Arterigere) , p. 
266. 
84 The communication was issued on 27th May 1936. 
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overcome dangers, find the treasure in the jungle and bring it back home to the U.S. It is 
easy to imagine how the storyline, sharing themes and motifs with Fascist propaganda in 
support of the colonial aggression, could resonate with Italian readers of the time. 
In the case of ‘Al fortino somalo’, the racist and colonial ideas conveyed by the 
story are genuinely Italian, and the plot seems to have been tailored to reflect the 
propagandistic themes of the time. However, we should not overlook the fact that this 
comic strip was published in a magazine such as Topolino, where the strong presence of 
American comics was already evident from the title. Other stories which appeared in the 
same issue are: ‘Tim e Tom nelle foreste africane’, a translation from ‘Tim Tyler’s Luck’, 
with an unusual title;86 an episode of ‘Little Nemo’, entitled ‘Il piccolo Nemo a zonzo nei 
pianeti’ and one of ‘Mickey Mouse’: ‘Tre cani e un gatto’. The Italian colonial story is 
almost indistinguishable from that of the American comics, sharing with them not only 
the same ‘physical’ space (i.e. the magazine) but also a similar communicative structures 
and stylistic features. At the same time, ‘Al fortino somalo’ shares significant features 
with the Fascist ‘humoristic’ (at least in their intentions) postcards set in Africa. Drawn 
by artists affiliated with the regime, such as Enrico De Seta or Aurelio Bertiglia, such 
postcards presented propagandistic themes in a basic and unsophisticated fashion. 
Discussing the role of newspapers articles and satirical cartoons Antonella Randazzo 
claims that ‘La satira razzista diventò un modo efficacie per convincere della superiorità 
dell'italiano’.87 As the popularity of comics increased during the 1930s and the first 
Italian comics were created, it does not come as a surprise that this new medium came to 
                                                
 
86 As mentioned above, ‘Tim Tyler’s Luck’ was usually translated into Italian as ‘Cino e Franco’. 
87 Randazzo, L’Africa del Duce, p. 264. 
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serve a similar function, and that African characters were routinely portrayed as ‘quattro 
straccioni selvaggi da eliminare con decisione o da convertire con paternalismo’.88 
4. Africa in the Corriere dei Piccoli and L’Avventuroso 
 
The Corriere dei piccoli and L'Avventuroso represent two very different editorial 
products which co-existed during the 1930s, both being widely read and circulated among 
Italian children and teenagers. 
The first began to be published in December 1908, in combination with La 
Domenica del Corriere, the weekly supplement of Il Corriere della Sera. Mostly known 
with the affectionate nickname of Corrierino, this magazine constructed its identity as the 
children’s counterpart to an adult newspaper and was therefore specifically intended for a 
young audience. CdP89 had the merit of introducing most foreign comics to the Italian 
audience, as well as offering a training ground to the first Italian cartoonists. 
Notwithstanding the strong presence of translated comic strips, the magazine maintained 
a conservative, didactic attitude, defined by Carabba as reflecting a ‘pedagogia del 
“dovere”’.90 However, we should not forget the fact that, compared to the traditional 
‘libri di lettura’, children’s magazines represented an innovative product: not only were 
they more readily accessible and comprehensible to children, but their didactic and 
educational purposes were also combined with entertainment. According to Barabba, this 
was especially evident in the translated comics: ‘Semmai le licenze straordinarie erano 
concesse agli eroi stranieri […] non ai bimbi d’Italia, che se non erano bravi e obbedienti, 
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venivano regolarmente puniti’.91 Comic strip characters translated from Europe 
(especially at the beginning of the century) and the U.S. (after the 1930s) such as ‘Bibì e 
Bibò’ (‘The Katzenjammer Kids’, 1897), ‘Fortunello’ (‘Happy Hooligan’, 1899), 
‘Arcibaldo e Petronilla’ (‘Jiggs & Maggy’, 1913), ‘Mimmo Mammolo e Medoro’ 
(‘Buster Brown’, 1902), had a striking impact on the landscape of Italian children’s 
literature of the time. Although deprived of balloons and presented in an adapted way, 
they were still innovative in the way they introduced unconventional characters and 
storylines, where humour prevailed over didacticism.92 
Compared to both Il Corriere della Sera and La Domenica del Corriere, CdP did 
not openly support Fascism, whose bombastic, self-glorifying rhetoric it never reflected. 
The nationalist and conservative attitude of the magazine, which mirrored the values of 
its middle-class readership, together with the fact that it was directed at children, 
probably sufficed to render the CdP rather harmless in the eyes of the regime. However, 
on a closer look we note how some of the characters populating its pages were clearly at 
odds with Fascist rhetoric.  
While American comic strips often produced comic and satirical effects, the first 
Italian comics employed a more delicate humour, which was thought to be suitable for 
children. Nonetheless, although deprived of any explicit social criticism, Italian 
characters and storylines were often unconventional and challenged dominant ideologies. 
The main example of this trend is to be found in the character of ‘Marmittone’, created by 
Bruno Angoletta in 1928, and defined by Carabba as ‘forse in assoluto il personaggio 
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meno fascista di tutto il ventennio’.93 A clumsy and cowardly soldier, who unfailingly 
ends up in prison at the end of each episode, ‘Marmittone’ offers a point of view on 
military life which significantly differs from the one promoted by the official ideology. 
Even though Angoletta was not openly antifascist, and he would later create some Fascist 
comics94 in line with the regime’s directives, we could argue that Marmittone expressed 
the non-violent tendencies of the millions of silenced voices in Italian society who 
aspired to a quiet life.95 The fact that the stories of Marmittone continued to be published 
throughout the ventennio also shows how comics, thanks to their low cultural status, 
represented a relatively free space which, more than others, could evade the regime’s 
control. ‘Pampurio’, another comic ‘antihero’ whose stories appeared on the CdP, offered 
an unflattering representation of the Italian bourgeoisie, defined by Carabba as ‘una delle 
tante autobiografie inconsapevoli del fascismo’.96 While they were not examples of 
conscious ‘subversion’, the unconventional comic characters which appeared on the 
pages of the CdP shed some light on the complexity of the issue of ‘consent’ to the 
regime. The ‘schizofrenia infantile’ mentioned by Eco in reference to the coexistence of 
very different cultural products, was generated not only by the ideological contrasts 
between Italian and foreign comics: it was also the result of internal differences between 
Italian comics. On the one hand, the success enjoyed by translated comic strips in a 
conservative and nationalist magazine such as the CdP is clearly symptomatic of the 
complexities and contradictions of Italian identity. On the other hand, the inner tensions 
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underlying Fascist identity are also observable within Italian production, and 
unconsciously reveal the complexity and diversity of its structures and processes. 
Moving on to L’Avventuroso, the magazine was first published by Nerbini in 1934 
and featured almost exclusively American comics. This was only one of several 
revolutionary aspects of a magazine offering a different perspective on the dynamics of 
interaction between American and Italian comics, which had a striking impact on the 
landscape of children’s periodicals. The first innovation introduced by L’Avventuroso 
concerned the format: not only did comics begin to be translated with the text still 
contained in balloons, but also images outweighed the written sections of the magazine, 
known as ‘rubriche’, which still occupied a large part of the CdP. Other distinctive 
features of L’Avventuroso concerned to the content of the comics it published. For the 
first time, these had an episodic narrative mode, and belonged to adventure genres (i.e. 
detective stories, or superhero and exotic adventures), thus differing from more 
traditional and didactic forms of story-telling to be found in earlier magazines. However, 
the most important innovation introduced by Nerbini’s magazine, which would make all 
the others possible, concerned its audience. L’Avventuroso did not address children but 
rather adolescents and adults, thus marking a turning point in the history of Italian 
periodicals for the young.  This had important repercussions for the ways in which 
American comics were selected and translated for the Italian public. In order to address 
an older readership, Nerbini left out extremely successful comics such as ‘Tim Tyler's 
Luck’, featuring young protagonists, and privileged adult heroes such as ‘Flash Gordon’, 
‘Jungle Jim’, or ‘Mandrake the Magician’, which were translated into Italian for the first 
time. By removing the magazine from the domain of children’s literature, translators and 
cartoonists were not required to comply with the norms of writing and translating for 
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children. As a consequence, American comics could be reproduced in their original 
format, and the storylines were not expected to have didactic implications.  
As already mentioned in Chapter One, children were involved in para-military 
organizations and involved in activities which indoctrinated them with Fascist values, 
while also emphasising the fundamental role of Italian youth in the creation of a new, 
Fascist society. In this context, we can hypothesize that the reasons for L’Avventuroso’s 
success were twofold: on the one hand, children perceived the magazine as revolutionary 
and liberating. In this context, the Italian author Giuseppe Trevisani, who grew up during 
the years of Fascism, remembers that: ‘Questo giornalaccio tutto figure finalmente non 
insegnava niente. Non piaceva ai genitori, non piaceva ai professori. Era soltanto 
divertente, nella sua sciagurataggine, nel suo italiano a volte persino sconnesso’.97 On the 
other hand, the fact that the magazine overtly refused to be considered a children’s 
product must have had a strong appeal, paradoxically, on Italian children, whose bravery 
and precocious heroism were regularly celebrated by Fascist propaganda. The immediate 
success of L’Avventuroso is testified by the publication of many other magazines created 
on its model, which imported a large quantity of American comics into the Italian system. 
Turning once again to Clem Robyns’ categories, we might claim that 
L’Avventuroso adopted a transdiscursive and defective position towards American 
comics. The ‘foreignness’ of manifestly American forms of expression was not effaced 
but rather emphasized, to the point of becoming a positive attribute, as well as a stylistic 
hallmark. As the political and ideological relations between Fascist Italy and the U.S. 
became more strained, magazines such as L’Avventuroso found themselves in a difficult 
position. In July 1935, the subtitle ‘Grande settimanale d'avventure’ was replaced by 
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‘Grande settimanale per tutti’, so as to emphasise the fact that L’Avventuroso did not 
address children as a privileged audience. On the 24th of January 1937, a message from 
the publisher appeared on the first page of the magazine, stating clearly that: 
‘L’Avventuroso non è un giornale per bambini ma per tutti e in special modo per 
giovinetti e signorine […] Non ci stancheremo di ripeterlo, finché ci saranno sordi in 
giro’.98 The message responded to the accusations of Fascist pedagogues, which had 
repeatedly denounced American comics for being harmful to children.99 
Notwithstanding such efforts to preserve the magazine’s distinctive identity, 
L’Avventuroso was heavily penalised by the regime’s measures against foreign comics, 
especially after the Bologna Conference in 1938. The directives issued in the aftermath of 
the Conference were reproduced in the December issue of L’Avventuroso, in response to 
the complaints (‘non sempre cortesi’)100 received from readers, who had seen their 
favourite characters disappear. In 1939, the subtitle was further changed to:  ‘Grande 
settimanale a colori’ and the number of pages devoted to comics was drastically reduced, 
in favour of short, adventurous stories on the model of the nineteenth-century feuilleton. 
At the same time, the publisher adopted a series of strategies aimed to conceal the origins 
of its most popular stories, in a progressively more desperate attempt to save some of the 
American comics from censorship. For instance, ‘L'Uomo Mascherato’, the Italian 
translation of ‘The Phantom’, becomes ‘Il Giustiziere Mascherato’, and begins to wear a 
skin-tight green costume instead of the red one for which he was previously known to the 
Italian public. Moreover, new characters appear in the magazine, such as the 
aforementioned Italo-American policemen ‘Dick Fulmine’ and ‘Petrosino’, in an attempt 
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to find a balance between the obligations towards the regime and the readers’ demand for 
‘gangster stories’. However, the elimination of American comics, which were the 
distinctive feature of the magazine, combined with the increasingly difficult war situation 
determined its closure in 1943. In that year L'Avventuroso was assimilated by Topolino, 
which, in turn, would end its run in 1944. 
 Looking at the histories of the two magazines outlined above, we could argue that 
while the CdP perpetuated traditional and nationalistic ideals by presenting foreign 
comics in a normalized and domesticated form, L’Avventuroso introduced American 
comics in a way that was more explicitly innovative. The symbolic value of the CdP for 
Italian identity is clearly stated in the introduction to a volume recently published to 
celebrate the centenary of its creation. The weekly illustrated magazine is here defined as 
a ‘serbatoio di simboli condivisi che potessero, tra divertimento, informazione e fantasia, 
rappresentare l'identità di un giovane Paese in corsa verso la modernizzazione’.101 On the 
other hand, L’Avventuroso was a hybrid product which  relied almost exclusively on 
translation, thus problematizing cultural boundaries and notions of identity. Nonetheless, 
it would be both simplistic and incorrect to assume that the first magazine was ‘more’ 
Italian than the second, or that it reflected the ‘true’ Italian identity. Both the CdP and 
L’Avventuroso represented different and complementary aspects of Fascist Italy, 
including the inner tension between modernization and traditionalism which lay at the 
core of Fascist ideology. The complex and multifaceted identities of the two magazines 
can be clearly observed in the ways in which the theme of Africa was variously employed 
and re-framed in both original and translated comic strips. 
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4.1 Africa in the CdP  
In his article on the moral decay of children’s magazines already mentioned above, 
Fanciulli blames the ‘decoroso Corriere dei Piccoli’ for having introduced foreign stories  
‘ispirate da un gusto barbarico, grazie a Dio diversissimo dal nostro, con “eroi” bianchi e 
negri, che divennero popolari proprio per la loro melensa balordaggine’.102 Such criticism 
is particularly interesting if we consider not only that the CdP had heavily adapted 
foreign comics to Italian conventions, but also that none of the very few black characters 
appearing in the comics was portrayed as a hero. Fanciulli’s concerns are therefore 
revealing of how the presence of American comics on the Italian market provoked a more 
generalized fear of moral, but also racial, corruption. This fear was associated with 
translation, an activity perceived as a threat to identity, notwithstanding the actual content 
of the texts. 
From its very beginning, the exoticism of the CdP seems to be inscribed within 
the fascination for Africa that informed popular literature, where the ‘Dark Continent’ 
provided a thematic and narrative framework more than a realistic setting. Zanotto speaks 
of a ‘malìa esercitata dal continente nero sull'Italia’,103 which is reflected in comics, not 
without racist and imperialist overtones. Significantly, one of the characters who 
appeared in the first issue of the CdP is the African boy ‘Bilbolbul’,104 created by Attilio 
Mussino. Set in an ‘Africa appena accennata e tutta inventata’,105 this innovative comic 
strip shows how the comic genre allowed authors greater linguistic creativity compared to 
traditional children’s literature.106  
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Africa is represented as a fictional ‘elsewhere’, a realm of the imagination, with 
no direct reference to Italy’s colonial imagery.  It is interesting to note that all the 
characters are Africans, including Bilbolbul’s ‘master’: therefore the story does not 
portray any interaction power relationship between black and white characters. However, 
the bodies of the black characters are portrayed in a stereotypical manner and they all 
wear minimal clothes, in sharp contrast with the Italian children appearing in other comic 
strips, who conform to complex and more ‘civilized’ dressing codes. The inability of the 
protagonist to understand figurative language,107 which inevitably leads to embarrassing 
situations, is a clear sign of his naïve primitivism, a trait which also informed the other 
characters surrounding him.    
A very different portrayal of Africa is to be found in a story which appeared in the 
CdP on the 4th of March 1934, with the title of: ‘Gli avventurosi viaggi di Fanfarino. 
Maestro d'un principe negro’. In this episode, Africa is portrayed as a wild and exotic 
setting, populated by strange animals surrounded by a stylized, tropical nature. The 
protagonist, Fanfarino, is hired as a private tutor for an African prince, but since the 
learning process is judged to be ineffective, the tribe members decide to eat the white 
man in order to appropriate his cleverness. The story presents an interesting mixture of 
elements belonging to American jungle comics (i.e. the word ‘avventure’, in the title, and 
the visual representation of Africa), and to the Fascist rhetoric of colonialism. As the plot 
develops, we can identify not only propaganda themes reflecting the imperialist ideology 
of the regime, but also anxieties associated with the colonial experience, revealing the 
fear of proximity with the natives. This is especially evident if we look at the theme of 
cannibalism, which we had already encountered in ‘Topolino e il Gorilla Spettro’, and 
                                                
 
107 We have observed how the English man was described in similar terms in  ‘Pinocchio istruttore del 
Negus’, see Chapter Two, p. 98. 
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which stands as a trope for identity/alterity informing colonial discourse. The 
cannibalistic desire of appropriation is here explicitly referred to European intellectual 
superiority. The white man, who used to be an ‘explorer’ in jungle comics, is now 
characterised as a ‘civilizer’, bringing his knowledge and competency to the African 
populations.    
An American comic presenting a typical colonial setting was ‘Bibi e Bibò’ (‘The 
Katzenjammer Kids’). It was created by the German immigrant Rudolph Dirks and first 
published in the American Humorist in 1897; translations appeared in the Corriere dei 
Piccoli from 1915. 
The story was set in Africa, in an unspecified German colony, and was centred 
around the malevolent pranks played by the German twins, Bibì e Bibò (Hanz and Fritz 
in the original) on the other inhabitants of the colony, namely Capitan Cocoricò (The 
Captain), la Tordella (Marna) and l’Ispettore (The Inspector). Native Africans were 
depicted according to the stereotypes of black bodies. As noted by Arthur Berger: ‘The 
blacks in the strip fitted into the stereotype of the time – the African savage with a fancy 
little loin dress and names like “Captain Oozy-Woopis” or “King Doo Dab”’.108 In terms 
of their personality, however, the original American strip refrains from a derogatory 
portrayal of these characters, as emerges from Berger’s observation that ‘blacks were not 
really object of ridicule in the strip […] and possessed a certain amount of dignity and 
authority, given the strip’.109 In the Italian cartoon, balloons were replaced with ‘distici 
rimati’, according to the common practice of the time. The change is particularly 
significant, given that in the original strip all characters, both German and African, spoke 
an incorrect mixture of English and their native language, with comic effects. We can see 
                                                
 
108 Arthur Asa Berger, The Comic Stripped American: What Dick Tracy, Blondie, Daddy Warbucks and 
Charlie Brown Tell us About Ourselves (New York: Walker, 1973), p. 39. 
109 Ibid. 
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how the removal of balloons had, in this case, deep ideological implications, precisely 
because the linguistic variety of the original contributed to a more equal representation of 
black and white characters. Moreover, readers of the Italian ‘Bibì e Bibò’ had access to 
the visual element of the comic strip, where Africans were depicted according to the same 
racist stereotypes informing their portrayal in Fascist newspapers and postcards.  
As the success of American comics grew steadily during the 1930s, their 
influence on the Italian production became more visible. The stylistic and thematic 
features of American comics began to influence the representations of Africa in Italian 
comics, while also interacting with Fascist narratives of colonialism.  
A clear example of this can be found in the Italian comic strip ‘L'isola delle belve’ 
by Edgardo dell’Aqua, published in the CdP from December 1937 to January 1939. The 
story focused on the heroic actions of an Italian colonizer in Abyssinia, fighting against a 
group of evil Africans who resisted the Italian occupation.  
On the one hand, ‘L'isola delle belve’ shows an evolution in the representation of 
African populations which can be read in relation to the establishment of the Italian 
empire in Africa (1936). The twelfth episode, centred on a fight between the Italian hero 
and his Abyssinian enemy, offers an extremely negative portrayal of the African 
character. The latter is no longer depicted as an innocent, childlike savage, nor is he 
described as an easily outwitted cannibal. The wicked, beastly Abyssinian is shown as 
hairy, muscular, and more similar to the tiger by which he is accompanied than to the 
Italian boy. The Italian hero, described as ‘un giovane dai muscoli di acciaio’, predictably 
defeats his adversary, before venturing back into the jungle on his tank.  
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Figure 8 ‘L’isola delle belve’ (1937) 
 
Fascist narratives of Africa, legitimizing the colonial aggression, merged with the fear of 
and fascination with the ‘dark continent’ which informed the pre-fascist myth of Africa. 
For instance, the images of the fight between the Italian and the Abyssinian character 
show a similar style to that of the aforementioned illustrations which had appeared on La 
Domenica del Corriere since the beginning of the century, which appealed to the morbid 
curiosity of the readers for sensational news. 
On the other hand, the influence of American comics is evident, especially if we 
compare this story with the ones usually published earlier in the CdP, in which the 
protagonists were either young children or animals. ‘L’isola delle belve’ featured adult 
characters, whose realistic appearance stood in contrast with the flat, cartoonish, 
characters normally populating the CdP, which leads us to assume that this comic strip 
was intended for an older readership. The episodic structure of the story, which was 
spread across several issues, was also unusual for the magazine, and characteristic of 
American comics. Finally, Africa is not portrayed as a colonial setting but rather as a wild 
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and exotic world, clearly constructed on the model of the successful American jungle 
comics, which the Italian cartoonists sought to imitate. 
4.2 Africa in L’Avventuroso 
The CdP projected an image of itself as a nationalist and conservative magazine, and is 
still regarded today as a symbol of Italian identity. In reality, we have seen how comics, 
and especially those set in Africa, represented a hybrid product, in which processes of 
translation can be observed at different levels.   
L’Avventuroso, on the other hand, featured almost exclusively translated comics 
and represented a space for escapism, where readers could find an alternative to 
educational texts and have a more direct contact with American comics. At the time of its 
publication, L’Avventuroso made a hallmark and a selling point of its ‘contaminated’ 
identity, which other magazines tried to imitate.  
Translation, however, is also an instrument of self-representation, where different 
(and sometimes non-conventional) ideologies can be expressed. As we have already 
mentioned, comics shared many of their symbolic elements with the regime’s rhetoric 
and communicative tools. As Antonio Faeti claims, as regards the success of American 
comics: 
 
In fondo, quando appariranno Mandrake, Gordon, Tarzan e l'Uomo Mascherato, essi non 
faranno che ridare, al pubblico italiano, i simboli di un mondo che esso già conosceva, per di 
più proponendoli attraverso un medium che è, senza dubbio, ancora più popolare delle 
pubblicazione a dispense e che può insinuare un sistema di stereotipi molto più dettagliato e 
insistente.110  
 
                                                
 
110 Guardare le figure, p. 326. 
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In this context, the translation of American comics set in Africa represented a space in 
which American and Italian narratives interacted, converged, and diverged, while also 
affecting the Italian production. 
Until 1935, the production of L’Avventuroso did not reflect the fascination with 
Africa which was widespread in other literary texts, for children and adults alike.  During 
the first year of its existence, the magazine mainly featured superheroes whose actions 
only sporadically took place in an exotic setting, being mostly set in urban spaces. 
In September 1935, the magazine began publishing, in instalments, a colonial 
novel entitled ‘Nel paese delle facce bruciate’, illustrated by the renowned cartoonist 
Giove Toppi. The name of the author, ‘Lia Finn’, was most probably a pseudonym, and 
the fact it was foreign sounding shows how, even in a Fascist propagandistic product, the 
boundaries between foreign and domestic were intentionally blurred. This was the result 
of the ambiguity between the necessity of producing genuinely Italian comics, which 
reflected Fascist values and political agenda, while also meeting readers’ demand for 
American stories. On the one hand, Finn’s novel was a typical product of propaganda, 
reflecting the regime’s effort to gain wide support at the time of the invasion of Ethiopia. 
At the same time, we should not underestimate the fact that Africa had become a 
‘fashionable’ subject in L’Avventuroso also thanks to the great success of American 
characters such as ‘Tarzan’ or  ‘Jungle Jim’.  
It is interesting to note that the first Italian comic strip to be published in 
L’Avventuroso was a colonial comic set in Africa. ‘La prigioniera del Ras’ (1935) by 
Guido Moroni-Celsi featured two protagonists, Gianni and Luciano, a combination which 
would immediately resonate with readers, as the Fascist version of the already mentioned 
comic strip characters Cino and Franco. ‘La Prigioniera del Ras’ is set in contemporary 
times, and is constructed around colonial stereotypes presenting Italy’s subjugation of 
Ethiopia as a civilizing mission. Abyssinian ‘ras’ Bula, who had kidnapped Gianni and 
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Luciano to sell them as slaves, eventually sacrifices his own life to save that of a white 
woman, and just before passing away addresses the protagonists with these words: ‘Voi 
italiani mi avete insegnato cos'è generosità, bontà, sacrificio […] Muoio gridando: viva la 
vostra patria!’.111 Gianni and Luciano share similar physical and psychological traits with 
‘Cino e Franco’, and the setting also resembles that of the American comic, where Africa 
provides an exotic location.  At the same time, the narrative framework of ‘Cino e 
Franco’ is exploited as a successful format within which to express and reinforce Fascist 
narratives legitimizing the colonial cause. 
From the examples examined above, we might be led to believe that the role of 
translated comics in L’Avventuroso was simply that of providing a successful model, 
which was assimilated and exploited for propaganda purposes. In fact, the situation was 
quite different. Similarly to what we have observed in the CdP, the translation of comics 
also provided a space in which alternative views could be expressed, and thus had an 
innovative function.  
In December 1935, Moroni-Celsi published another comic story set in Africa 
which depicted colonial relations from a very different angle. ‘Il Negriero’, defined by 
Laura as animated by a ‘spirito controcorrente, antirazziale e filo-nero’,112talks about a 
Canadian slave driver who eventually falls in love with and marries an African woman. 
What is interesting to note here is that Italian readers had no clear idea of what was 
translated and what was ‘local’. If we compare this comic strip with ‘Nel paese delle 
facce bruciate’ mentioned above, we can see how the author was Italian but the story took 
place in Canada, therefore the characters had English names. Moreover, the influence of 
American comics is also clear from the style of drawing. We can imagine that a similar 
plot could not have possibly been set in the Italian Abyssinia. In this case, the role of 
                                                
 
111 L’Avventuroso, 56 (17 November 1935), p. 2. 
112 Gli Anni de L’Avventuroso, p. 9. 
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translation is that of providing a foreign setting which allowed the cartoonist to take an 
unconventional perspective on the relationships between Western and African characters. 
André Lefevere has referred to translated literature as possessing a certain degree of 
‘immunity’ compared to domestic production, because it is ‘situated between the ‘native’ 
and the ‘imported’. The fact that they had been introduced in translation and were not 
perceived as a genuinely Italian product made comics relatively free to express 
unconventional views, especially in comparison to other literary genres.113 
 
 
Figure 9 ‘Il Negriero’ (1935) 
However, the kind of portrayal of Africans offered by ‘Il Negriero’ was to be 
explicitly banned one year later, when the Ministry of Popular Culture sent the following 
communication to all newspapers: 
 
                                                
 
113 See, in this regard, the scandal created by Sambadù, amore negro (1934), a novel written by Maria Volpi 
under the pseudony of Mura, which centered around a love story between a white woman and an African 
man. Not only was such an unapologetic celebration of miscegenation strongly condemned by Fascism, but 
it also prompted the creation of a system of preventive censorship, according to which three copies of each 
publication ought to be sent to the local Prefecture prior to being launched on the market. See Rundle, 
Publishing Translations, p. 21. 
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Non pubblicare fotografie sul genere di quella pubblicata questa mattina dal Messaggero, che 
dimostrino intimità dei nostri soldati con abissini. Lo stesso dicasi delle corrispondenze. Si 
dia l’impressione di benevolenza dei nostri soldati verso gli indigeni, ma non di cordialità, di 
protezione ma non di affetto.114 
 
Not only did the Fascist ban reveal colonial anxieties surrounding racial contamination, 
but it was also issued at a time when American civilization was beginning to be identified 
as the source of moral corruption. Patrizia Palumbo argues that: ‘Occupying a position in 
this evolutionary schema that equates them with the colonized, children may be seen as 
particularly vulnerable to the forms of moral and physical degeneration that colonial 
discourse often ascribed to the colonizers’.115 If, on the one hand, any proximity with 
Africans was seen as especially dangerous for Fascist children, equally threatening on the 
other was the moral corruption coming from the U.S. through the medium of comics. As 
a consequence, we would expect American comics set in Africa to be especially 
problematic for the regime. In reality, because Africa had become central to Fascist 
propaganda, its presence in comic magazines continued to grow from 1935 onwards.   
Following the censorship measures issued against comics in 1938, L’Avventuroso 
began to give more space to stories which reflected the regime’s propaganda. In 1938,   
‘Flash Gordon’ was replaced with an adaptation of Edilio Napoli’s novel I tre di Macallé, 
drawn Giove Toppi and dealing with the Italian defeat at Adua.116 At the same time, a 
significant change occured on the front cover of the magazine, where the image of an 
American policeman with a dog, which featured on the top right corner of every issue, 
was substituted by a white man in colonial uniform holding a gun. 
                                                
 
114 16 January 1936. Qtd. in Adolfo Mignemi, Propaganda politica e mezzi di comunicazione di massa: tra 
fascismo e democrazia (Turin: Gruppo Abele, 1966), p. 63. 
115 Palumbo, ‘Orphans for the Empire’, p. 231. 
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Figure 10 Detail from the front cover of L’Avventuroso, in 1934 and 1938 
If such colonial symbols were a reflection of the regime’s propaganda, the theme of 
Africa also served as a narrative framework which fulfilled the readers’ demand for 
adventure stories. Moreover, in a context where translations of foreign comics had 
become more difficult to publish, elements of the American comics could be easily 
transposed to an African setting, thus gaining acceptability. This is especially evident if 
we look at the last American comic strips to be published in L’Avventuroso, before they 
were completely removed from all Italian magazines in 1941. One of them was ‘L’Uomo 
Mascherato’ which, according to Pietro Favari, displayed ‘un più riconoscibile spirito 
colonialista, tramandato di padre in figlio’.117 Particularly revealing is a story entitled ‘Il 
Piccolo Toma’ (‘Little Toma’ in the original) published on the 1st of July 1938. This 
comic strip tells the story of a white boy, the son of a Western missionary, who has been 
raised by an African tribe after losing both his parents. Even though his true identity has 
                                                
 
117 Pietro Favari, Le nuvole parlanti. Un secolo di fumetti tra arte e mass media (Bari: Dedalo, 1996), p. 48. 
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been kept secret from him, the boy has always known he is inherently ‘different’ from his 
African family, while he feels an immediate connection with L’Uomo Mascherato. The 
latter, who regularly comes to visit the African village, is always presented in a position 
of superiority in relation to the Africans, who rely on him to solve their problems.  
In one of the first scenes, two Africans are anxiously waiting for the hero’s annual 
visit. One man says: ‘L’uomo mascherato deciderà e risolverà le dispute ed i litigi sorti 
tra noi durante l’anno’. And the other replies: ‘Egli è saggio e giusto’. As the story 
unfolds, and L’Uomo Mascherato comes to rescue little Toma, we can see how the 
narrative structure reflects what Loredana Polezzi defines as a ‘dominant, self-referential 
stance which is common to most European representations of Africa and invites the 
readers to identify with the white man at the centre of the action’.118 The original story 
therefore, lent itself to being assimilated to the regime’s propaganda, depicting Italian 
colonialism as a civilizing mission, and presenting white superiority as self-evident. 
Interestingly however, ‘Il Piccolo Toma’ appeared at a time when the Italian-Fascist 
identity was constructed in opposition to American values and civilization. By prompting 
readers to identify with the white American superhero, the Italian translation was in fact 
bridging the gap between Fascist and American identity. As a result, racial differences 
between Americans and Italians seemed to be erased, or at least mitigated, as Western 
people were confronted with the ‘common Other’ – in this case, the African. 
This leads us to consider the ways in which Italian race was defined by the 
regime’s ideology, both in relation and in opposition to other racial groups. As shown in 
the case of comics examined above, American and African race and civilization were 
situated at two ends of a continuum, where Africa corresponded to ideas of primeval 
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chaos, preceding civilized order, while America embodied the evils of materialistic, 
plutocratic societies. Mussolini’s doctrine, which constructed Italy’s identity in between 
these extremes, represented the full realization of a healthy modernity, ‘la conquista di 
uno statuto pieno dell'esistenza che solo il fascismo permette di realizzare.’119 However, 
the inner tension between the two tendencies persisted, as is evident from the fascination 
of both Africa and America on Italian readers.  
In this complex historical and political context, translation played a key role in 
providing a space in which different identities could be expressed and (re)constructed. 
Even the domestic production of comics was influenced by processes of translation, 
coming to represent a site for self-representation and identity-negotiation. If we consider 
that, as Heinz Politzer famously claimed, comics reflect a ‘mirrored image of their 
readers’,120 we can easily understand why the Fascist regime began to perceive American 
comics as a threat to totalitarian and nationalist notions of identity. As shown by the 
examples above, both original and translated comics were a ‘hybrid product’, giving 
evidence of the variety and complexities of the narratives circulating within Fascist 
society, beyond the regime’s official self-image.  
Interestingly, we have seen how, as a result of the drastic reduction of foreign 
comics in all magazines, the interaction between Fascist and American narratives became 
increasingly evident. While the regime’s censorship against comics became stricter, 
Italian cartoonists had to resort to creative ways of negotiating between the regime’s 
demands and the readers’ taste. In this context, the African setting offered an excellent 
opportunity for a compromise: not only did it provide the narrative framework for 
adventure stories, but it also allowed for the expression of racist and colonialist views.  
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Translated and original comics set in Africa reveal the complex dynamics 
underlying the translation of American comics. If, on the one hand, Italian publishers 
tried to conceal the foreign origin of comics in order to circumvent the Fascist ban, on the 
other, Italian cartoonists imitated American comics in their own production. Italian 
comics, which from the beginning had represented an innovation in children’s literature, 
became a site for expressing alternative ideas to those imposed by Fascism. At the same 
time, even when clearly reflecting the regime’s propaganda, comics blurred the 
distinction between translation and copy, original and derivative work. By doing so, both 
translated and Italian comics problematized notions of authenticity and originality which 
were central to the construction of Fascist identity as a self-contained and impermeable 
system. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Translating for a Book Series: ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
 
Another literary format that became particularly popular in the 1930s was that of book 
series for children. Book series shared significant features with children’s magazines, 
such as the seriality, and the fact that they were also created under the influence of 
foreign models.1 However, they were substantially different in terms of their cultural and 
literary status, as well as their educational function. By introducing young readers to 
canonical works of literature, book series were intended to build children’s reading skills 
and enrich their knowledge. Their catalogues usually included texts belonging to different 
literary traditions, including sagas, legends, fairy tales and international classics. For this 
reason, different types of translation (interlingual, but also intralingual and intertemporal) 
were employed to make the individual works coherent with the overall objectives of the 
series, its style, and its editorial policy. 
A book series which was particularly successful in the 1930s, and which also earned 
the respect of critics, was the ‘collana graduata’ ‘La Scala d’Oro’, first published by 
UTET between 1932 and 1936 and subsequently reprinted. The metaphor of the staircase 
referred not only to its catalogue, which developed through a succession of ninety-three 
age-graded volumes, but also to the series as a whole. The latter was meant to  
‘accompany’ children throughout their development as readers, by exposing them to the 
best works of Italian and international literature, suitably abridged and adapted to meet 
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their needs. Even though the word ‘translation’ was never used to describe them, the 
majority of the titles of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ were, in fact, the result of various types of 
linguistic recreations, including interlingual, intertemporal and intralingual translation, 
abridgment, and adaptation. Within the broader category of ‘rewriting’, I will refer to 
them as ‘re-narrations’, in order to highlight the fact that they were presented as ‘retold 
by’ their new authors. 
What makes the series particularly significant from the point of view of translation is 
that the strategy of re-narration was not only applied to foreign works, but also to myths 
and fairy tales, originating from both domestic and international tradition. This led to the 
blurring of boundaries between rewriting, adaptation, re-creation and other types of 
linguistic mediation, but also between translation and original writing. Moreover, the role 
of translation in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ is especially interesting to investigate in relation to the 
plurality of voices and agencies that interacted both within and beyond the text. By 
examining the modes and functions of translation in a highly respected and seemingly 
conservative series such as ‘La Scala d’Oro’, this chapter aims to reveal the tension 
between innovation and conservatism, and between compliance and resistance to the 
ideology of the regime that underlay the process of rewriting. 
1. Context and History 
  
Recalling her experience as a young reader, cartoonist and intellectual Eleonora Chiti 
Lucchesi says:  
 
Le emozioni primarie le ho provate imparando a leggere insieme i due linguaggi, 
quello delle immagini e quello delle parole: le illustrazioni de ‘La lettura’ e il 
vecchio ‘Corriere dei Piccoli’, e ‘La Scala d’Oro’ e la ‘Biblioteca dei miei ragazzi’ e 
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Mary Poppins… e poi per sempre tutta la collezione di fumetti italiani e stranieri. Da 
allora ho letto ‘con figure’ anche i libri che non le avevano, cioè, col passar del 
tempo, tutti.2  
 
Lucchesi’s testimony is particularly revealing of the literary context of 1930s Italy, where 
the iconographic aspect was assuming a central position in books for children. This was 
evident not only in children’s magazines, where the influence of foreign comics was 
particularly obvious, but also in book series. The first examples of book series for 
children, such as ‘Piccole avventure di terra e di mare. Bibliotechina illustrata’ (Speirani, 
1905) and ‘Bibliotechina della Lampada’  (Mondadori, 1912),3 placed special emphasis 
on the visual aspect. The ‘Bibliotechin della Lampada’, for instance, was illustrated by no 
less a cartoonist than the renowned Antonio Rubino. We have seen how, at the beginning 
of the twentieth century, Italian children’s literature was particularly open to the influence 
of European illustrators.  In particular, the Italian edition of Arthur Mee’s Children’s 
Encyclopaedia (1908), published by Cogliati in 1909 in the adaptation by Camilla Del 
Soldato, is recognized as having been ‘di fondamentale importanza per la diffusione 
capillare e persistente in Italia degli autori e degli illustratori inglesi per l’infanzia’.4  
As was the case with other areas of children’s literature, during the Fascist regime 
the panorama of ‘collane’ was extremely varied. Some publications showed adhesion to 
the regime’s values, such as those published by Carroccio and tellingly named ‘Eroi 
d’Italia’, ‘Giovinezza d’Italia’, ‘Balilla’, ‘Bimbi d’Italia’. Others, despite being mainly 
composed by titles in translation, were clearly influenced by Fascist rhetoric. An example 
                                                
 
2 In Ernestina Pellegrini, Scritture femminili in Toscana. Voci per un autodizionario (Florence: Le Lettere, 
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of the latter was Bompiani’s series ‘Libri d’acciaio’. Published between 1930 and 1935, 
this series was advertised as offering ‘libri moderni per ragazzi moderni […] tipicamente 
moderni nel contenuto e nell’aspetto’, ‘solidamente confezionati e rivestiti con carta 
d’acciaio’.5  
Yet other book series of the time refrained from openly supporting the regime, 
and have therefore been included by post-war critics in the ‘zona franca’6 of children’s 
literature. Besides ‘La Scala d’Oro’, ‘La biblioteca dei miei ragazzi’ was one of those. 
Published by Salani between 1931 and 1959, it represented a more affordable alternative 
to the UTET series. The majority of the titles were translated from the Bibliothèque de 
Souzette (1919), a French collection of short stories originally published in the children’s 
weekly La Semaine de Souzette (1905), and as such, untouched by Fascist ideology. 
However, the Italian volumes of the series (such as Sim, Ragazzo Abissino, 1934 or 
Avanti ad ogni costo, 1940) are clearly informed by the regime’s propaganda, to the point 
that, as Faeti claims: ‘sembrano nati dalla decisione e dalla coerenza di chi non può fare a 
meno di costruirsi un alibi, perché si sente pericolosamente in colpa.’7 
In view of examples like this, we could argue that the proliferation of book series 
during Fascism was not purely the result of commercial considerations. It cannot be 
denied that the book series format represented a convenient way for the publishing 
industry to meet the growing demand for the most popular genres, while also seeking a 
long-term commitment from readers. In order to meet readers’ needs and expectations, 
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publishers had to look abroad, as we can see from the high number of foreign titles in 
their catalogues. At the same time, they also had to negotiate with the official discourses 
of the regime, which denounced the overpowering presence of translations and their 
harmful effects on children. Publishing foreign literature within a book series meant 
embedding the foreign ‘body’ within a domestic project, often infused with nationalist 
sentiments. As part of a broader educational project, which manifested itself in prefaces, 
statements of intent, and other paratextual devices, translated works could be more easily 
assimilated to the expectations of the target culture and thus gain acceptability.   
Publisher Mario Salani illustrates this point when trying to defend himself from the 
accusation of publishing too many translations:  
 
Il pensiero, il lavoro dell’autore straniero è indispensabile, ma esso costituisce un 
solo elemento tra tutti quelli che concorrono a formare il libro prima che questo 
prodotto sia destinato al pubblico. Dopo l’acquisto del diritto di traduzione di 
un’opera straniera incomincia il lavoro artistico e industriale tutto italiano perché è 
un lavoro che viene compiuto in Italia e perché gli italiani sono i traduttori, i 
disegnatori, gli editori, gli industriali e operai grafici e legatori e finalmente i librai. 
È tutta una grande macchina che viene messa in moto e che non potrebbe né 
arrestarsi né diminuire il suo ritmo senza provocare un grave danno industriale e 
commerciale.8  
 
Such a strategy of neutralization of the foreign through assimilation is particularly 
evident in ‘La Scala d’Oro’, described by Faeti as ‘l’ultima importante collana per ragazzi 
                                                
 
8 Mario Salani, ‘Le traduzioni e l’industria del libro’ (n.d.), qtd. in Ada Gigli Marchetti, Libri buoni e a 
buon prezzo. Le edizioni Salani (1862-1986) (Milan: Franco Angeli, 2011), p. 64-5.  
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[del periodo fascista] in cui venne dato ampio spazio a testi stranieri’.9 Subsequent book 
series and encyclopaedic projects which appeared in the late 1930s, such as the 
Enciclopedia del ragazzo italiano (Labor, 1939) or Il Tesoro del ragazzo Italiano (UTET, 
1939), clearly reflected the autarchic climate of the time. However, foreign works in ‘La 
Scala d’Oro’ are not presented as translations: rather, they are ‘retellings’ carried out by 
Italian writers, who take inspiration from the original stories only to rewrite them 
according to the conventions of the target culture.  
In the context of 1930s Italy, ‘La Scala d’Oro’ was more than a successful book 
series for children: thanks to the way it was marketed and packaged, it acquired 
considerable symbolic value and had a long-lasting impact on the cultural heritage of 
Italian readers. The physical appearance of the volumes was one of the distinctive 
features of the series, which became a recognizable iconic presence in Italian literature. 
Moreover, despite being published within a short span of four years (1932-1936), in the 
words of Pierpaolo Limone ‘La Scala d’Oro’, ‘ha fatto salire i gradini della lettura a più 
generazioni di italiani’.10 Its ninety-three volumes continued to be reprinted throughout 
the twentieth century, and inspired a new version of the series in the 1960s. 
The series was divided into eight age blocks, for children from the age of six to 
thirteen. One volume is defined as ‘per tutte le serie’ but it was in fact published outside 
any age block and never reprinted: it is Guerra e Fascismo by Leo Pollini (1934), an 
explicit and perhaps necessary manifestation of support to the regime. The number of 
books increased in parallel with the age of perspective readers: the first and second series 
include eight volumes; the third include ten volumes; the fourth and the fifth include 
twelve volumes and the last three series are composed of fourteen volumes each. This 
                                                
 
9 Faeti, ‘Una settimana’, p. 26. 
10 Pierpaolo Limone, L'accoglienza del bambino nella città globale (Rome: Armando, 2007), p. 164. 
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was an interesting feature of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, which aimed to provide the child with his 
or her own first library of selected books.  
The volumes of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ can be divided into two main categories. The 
first includes a wide range of derivative writings, such as abridged versions of 
international classics (mainly English and French) and adaptations of folk tales. In most 
cases, the rewritings also perform a shift of addressee, as the majority of the source texts 
were originally intended for an adult audience. The second category is composed of 
‘opere originali ed istruttive’, according to the editors’ definition, aiming to inform and 
educate readers.   
‘Child-friendly retranslations’11 are a common phenomenon in children’s 
literature and were not a novelty in the Italian system. Abridged versions of international 
classics, such as Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719), had circulated in Italy since the end of 
the nineteenth century; myths and religious parables had been rewritten for children from 
long before. O’Sullivan divides rewritings of international children’s classics intro three 
main categories: books originally intended for children, books originally published for an 
adult audience, and adaptations of folk tales12. These three text-types constitute the bulk 
of ‘La Scala d’Oro’. What distinguishes the series from more traditional instances of 
rewriting is that the stories are explicitly presented as ‘retold’ by Italian writers, and 
framed within a clear pedagogical project, a description of which was reproduced as an 
appendix to each volume. This statement, signed by the editors Vincenzo Palazzi and 
Ferdinando Errante, had a dual function. On the one hand it advertised the series, by 
highlighting its selling points. On the other it illustrated the aims and purposes underlying 
                                                
 
11 Gillian Lathey, The Role of Translators in Children's Literature: Invisible Storytellers (London: 
Routledge, 2010), p.162. 
12 Emer O’ Sullivan, ‘Does Pinocchio Have an Italian Passport? What is Specifically National and What is 
International about Classics of Children's Literature?’ In The Translation of Chidren’s Literature: A 
Reader, ed. by Gillian Lathey (Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 2006), pp. 146-62. 
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the process of selection and rewriting, with special emphasis on its didactic purposes. The 
main aspects of the series, as they are described in the editors’ statement, can be summed 
up as follows:  
- Graduality and adult mediation (the editors claim that ‘le letture sono scrupolosamente 
graduate’, placing emphasis on the fact that ‘la fatica dei genitori si riduce a leggere sulla 
copertina dei volumi l’età per cui essi sono stati scritti’);  
- Encyclopaedic nature (the works featuring in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ are described as 
‘capolavori della letteratura infantile’, ‘capolavori classici di tutte le letterature’ and 
‘opere originali e istruttive’, equally distributed within the different series. ‘Per tal modo, 
la nostra collana costituisce una vera e propria Enciclopedia per i ragazzi’; original 
emphasis);  
- Nationalist implications (the rewriters have been chosen among the ‘migliori scrittori 
italiani per ragazzi’) which are reflected and reinforced by placing emphasis on the 
correctness and uniformity of the language used by rewriters (we read that: ‘Ogni libro è 
un testo di lingua’, where readers can expect to find ‘la retta accentazione fonetica, 
l’esatta ortografia, l’ortodossia più rigida della grammatica e della sintassi, la purezza del 
lessico, la punteggiatura’);  
- Trustworthiness (the editors point out how ‘tutti i volumi possono essere dati al ragazzo 
senza timore: essendo stati scritti e riveduti col rispetto assoluto della morale e della più 
corretta educazione, in modo che nulla possa offendere la coscienza delicata del 
fanciullo’); 
- Topicality (all the works proposed are ‘opportunamente rinfrescati e filtrati attraverso la 
sensibilità moderna’, in line with the latest pedagogical principles);  
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- Aesthetic value (the visual aspect and the quality of the illustrations are prominent 
features of the series; as the editors point out: ‘Ogni volume è una gioia per gli occhi’).13 
While the word ‘translation’ is never mentioned, it is interesting to look at this 
statement in relation to the rewritings of foreign works, which constituted an essential 
element of the series. Errante and Palazzi decribe the criteria behind the selection of the 
works to be included (only masterpieces of children’s literature), while also making 
reference to the target-oriented perspective of the rewriters, and their intertemporal 
approach to the texts. The ‘purity’ and correctness of the language used is also 
emphasised, according to a strategy that aimed to legitimize, and, at least partly, conceal 
the large presence of interlingual rewritings within the series. The success of ‘La Scala 
d’Oro’ during Fascism and beyond is obvious from the number of reprints it went 
through, in 1940-41, 1942, 1944-45, 1951-53 and 1959.14 Moreover, in 1959, a new 
version of Palazzi and Erranti’s editorial project, named ‘La nuova Scala d’Oro’ was 
published. It was composed by ten series of ten-fifteen volumes each, for children from 
the age of six to fifteen. Most titles were reprinted from the first edition, while some new 
ones were introduced for the first time (for instance Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland 
and Hector Malot’s Sans Famille, both narrated by Olga Visentini). 
2. Beyond Neutrality. The Ideology of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
The nature of a book series is ideological in itself, as it involves a process of selection of 
the texts to be included in accordance, presumably, with the aims and principles that give 
the series its specificity.  The encyclopaedic ambition of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, which 
presented itself as a comprehensive collection of the best literature written or re-written 
                                                
 
13 Statement reproduced in Paola Pallottino, ‘Luci e ombre della Scala d'Oro: meraviglie, curiosità e 
avventure della piu famosa collana di libri italiani per i ragazzi del Novecento’, in Conformismo e 
contestazione, pp. 63-90 (p. 68). See Appendix I. 
14 Ezio Botasso, Catalogo storico delle edizioni Pomba e UTET, 1791-1990 (Turin: UTET, 1990), p.  460. 
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for children, implies in itself the definition of a literary canon. The majority of the works 
in the series, including all the translated titles, fall into the category of ‘capolavori’, 
referring to works that had already achieved canonicity. Dean Kolbas points out how the 
creation of a literary canon in the U.S. (and elsewhere) derived from the consolidation of 
modern nation states and the spread of nationalist ideology, and reflected the need of 
fostering ‘a sense of shared identity by appeal to national history and distinct cultural 
heritage’.15 It is not by chance that the first series for children were born in Italy in the 
wake of the First World War, and that most book series published during the 1930s had 
patriotic overtones; as we have seen, ‘La Scala d’Oro’ presented itself as a modern 
product, aiming to fulfil the needs of a modern state. 
Perhaps even more importantly for our analysis, the operation of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
is based on rewriting, an activity which cannot transcend a certain degree of subjectivity. 
In this respect, it is interesting to consider Theo Hermans’ definition of translation as a 
form of reported speech, where elements of direct speech are contaminated by indirect 
speech. In this interplay we find a space for the translator’s subjectivity, since ‘the margin 
between frame and enactment contains the potential for dissonance, as well as 
consonance’.16 The rewritings of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ are clearly framed as reported speech, 
and the whole paratext contributes to making the ‘quotation marks’ visible. The presence 
of the rewriters is particularly visible in the manipulation of the original texts, which are 
abridged and simplified to the point of being substantially rewritten and integrated into a 
broader project. For this reason, individual responsibility is difficult to assess, since what 
may appear as the result of individual decision-making could in fact respond to the need 
to comply with the aesthetic and pedagogical norms of the series. 
                                                
 
15 Dean Kolbas, Critical Theory and the Literary Canon (Boulder: Westview 2001), p. 21. 
16 Theo Hermans, The Conference, p. 76. 
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 The uniformity of style17 was paralleled by a (at least apparently) consistent 
ideological stance. Pallottino points out how ‘Ne “La Scala d’Oro”, l’ideologia non 
passava attraverso l’uno o l’altro volume, ma, all’insegna di una conclamata quanto 
ossessiva oggettività storico-scientifica, dalla somma articolata di tutti’.18 If on the one 
hand the repetition of the same values made them more powerful, it also worked to create 
an illusion of objectivity. This is a fundamental claim made by narrative theory, 
according to which dominant narratives are legitimised through repetition and saturation, 
to the point of being perceived as objective.19 By presenting itself as a collective project, 
reflecting a seemingly incontestable ‘common sense’, ‘La Scala d’Oro’ concealed the 
variety of ideological positions articulated in the rewritings.   
Looking at the stories included in the series, we notice how the majority of the 
themes presented belong to the nineteenth-century tradition of Italian children’s literature. 
Even the numerous European novels included are transformed into cautionary tales, 
warning children of the perils of disobedience, and teaching them the values of gratitude, 
modesty, honesty, patience, and diligence. The Fascist virtues of heroism and patriotism 
are replaced with a sentimentalism and a pathos typical of nineteenth-century pedagogy. 
With the exception of two volumes (i.e. Guerra e Fascismo by Leo Pollini, and Roma, by 
Cesare Giardino) none of the stories of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ makes direct reference to the 
contemporary political climate, at a time when this was strongly encouraged by Fascism.  
                                                
 
17 As Faeti puts it, all the stories contained in ‘La Scala D’Oro’ ‘Possedevano un unico modulo espressivo, 
attentamente composto, quasi nei termini di un solo coerente disegno dei “riduttori”’. In Guardare le 
figure, p. 364. 
18 Pallottino, ‘Luci e ombre’, p. 88. 
19 Baker, ‘Narratives in and of Translation’ 
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On the one hand, we should note that it was not uncommon for children’s books 
to rely on older, established models, rather than creating new ones.20 The conservative 
nature of children’s literature, as a genre which most often relies on shared assumptions 
and common values, is even more evident in the retellings of traditional stories, which 
are, according to Stephens and McCallum: ‘especially apt not just to preserve culture but 
to reproduce conservative outcomes’.21 
On the other hand, we have seen how, in the course of the 1930s, as a result of 
Fascism’s totalitarian ambitions, children’s books became more strictly controlled and 
were often used to disseminate the regime’s propaganda. However, attempts to colonize 
the field of children’s literature had to overcome the inherently conservative nature of a 
genre still dominated by nineteenth-century conceptions. We have seen how, despite the 
imposition of a ‘testo unico di Stato’ (1929), a complete ‘fascistization’ of the school 
system was never accomplished, precisely because pedagogical models from the previous 
century remained predominant.22 
 In this context, the editorial project of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ cannot be considered 
openly subversive; however, the operation of rewriting undertaken by the series was 
untouched by the kind of Fascist rewriting of tradition that we have observed in the case 
of Pinocchio. The apparent neutrality of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, combined with the fact that its 
catalogue mainly relied on foreign literature, made the series a potential site of resistance, 
or at least an alternative to the ideology of the regime.  
 
                                                
 
20 On the ‘conservatorism’ of children’s literature, see John Stephens and Robyn McCallum, Retelling 
Stories, and Peter Hunt, Understanding Children’s Literature; on its consequences on translation, see Zohar 
Shavit, The Poetics. 
21 Stephens and McCallum, Retelling Stories, p. x 
22 See discussion in Chapter One, p. 28 onwards. 
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3. Success and Criticism  
 
As well as its success with the public, attested to its numerous reprints, ‘La Scala d’ Oro’ 
also elicited a generally positive response from critics. The writer and pedagogue Olga 
Visentini, who was one of the official voices of the regime, mentions the series in her 
overview of Italian contemporary children’s literature, highlighting the novelty of an 
editorial project which ‘rielabora opere originali e classici di tutte le letterature, divulga 
nozioni varie’.23 The author goes on to comment on the beauty of the illustrations, 
although she also points out that the quality is inconsistent between the volumes.  
Mary Tibaldi Chiesa, a prolific writer for children as well as the author of ten 
‘retellings’ for ‘La Scala d’Oro’, provides a much more extensive and enthusiastic 
response in her Letteratura infantile (1945), which also offers an insight into the 
strategies of self-representation of the series. The latter is praised as a product of its time: 
sober, clear, modern; in one word, Italian. According to Tibaldi Chiesa, the operation of 
rewriting follows the ‘criterio dello “svecchiamento” e dell' “ammodernamento”’ of ‘certi 
libri pregevoli per contenuto intrinseco, ma antiquati, prolissi, ormai illeggibili o 
difficilmente leggibili dai ragazzi d'oggi così come furono scritti, in epoca remota o molto 
diversa dalla nostra.’24 The selective appropriation of tradition, and its rewriting in the 
light of the present, are seen by the author as performing the educational function of: 
‘svecchiare sia la forma che il contenuto, rendendo l'insieme quanto più possibile 
rispondente alle esigenze della psicologia e dell'educazione del fanciullo d'oggi.’.25 
                                                
 
23 Olga Visentini, Libri e ragazzi: sommario storico di letteratura infantile (Milan: Mondadori 1933), p. 27. 
24  Mary Tibaldi Chiesa, La letteratura infantile (Milan: Garzanti, 1945), p. 112. 
25 Ibid. 
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Moreover, Tibaldi Chiesa points out how one of the fundamental responsibilities 
of a modern book series is that of exposing children to good literature, not only as a 
means of developing their moral and intellectual faculties, but also as a tool for educating 
their taste: 
 
 Ed è tanto importante educare sin dall'infanzia il gusto dei bambini.  Ora che le case 
moderne appaiono felicemente sgombrate e liberate da tutti i mobili e le suppellettili 
del periodo del cattivo gusto imperante … anche i libri devono essere belli, in 
armonia con la sobria eleganza, con l'estetica essenziale, con gli squisiti accordi 
coloristici dell'arredo contemporaneo.26  
 
This point is particularly relevant to the debate surrounding literature in 
translation in 1930s Italy.  As we have already seen, at the end of the 1920s writers and 
intellectuals had voiced their concerns about the high number of translations of foreign 
fiction which, they claimed, were responsible for luring gullible readers away from the 
edifying literature produced by Italian writers.27 Francesca Billiani has shown how, on 
the occasion of the recurring ‘crisi del libro’ (in 1927 and 1937) Italian authors had 
denounced the success of translations, calling for protectionist measures in favour of 
domestic production.28 Not without a touch of reproach, publisher Valentino Bompiani 
claimed that the only way for an Italian publisher to earn a living was to publish 
‘traduzioni di libri stranieri di facile e divertente lettura’.29 As shown by the arguments 
expressed at the Bologna Conference (1938), children were seen as an especially 
                                                
 
26 Tibaldi Chiesa, La letteratura, p. 111. 
27 See discussion in Chapter One, p. 25 
28 Billiani, Culture nazionali, p. 170 
29 Qtd. in Libro Italiano: rassegna bibliografica generale, ed. by Antonio Sammartano, 7 vols (1937-43), I 
(1937), p. 52. 
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vulnerable target, given that their identity as readers was still in the making and thus 
more prone to being ‘corrupted’.  
In this context, it is not surprising that Tibaldi Chiesa felt the need to underline 
the fact that, despite the high number of translations, the project of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ was 
‘Italianissimo’. Talking about the children’s encyclopaedia Il tesoro del ragazzo italiano 
(1940) the author explicitly reveals her nationalist view of children’s literature, saying 
that ‘Nel campo della letteratura infantile, il più sano e sacrosanto patriottismo si 
impone’30. She went on to claim that it was of paramount importance for children to: 
 
[P]ossedere libri italianissimi, che si adattino alla loro mentalità, alle loro abitudini, 
ai loro gusti, che parlino dell'Italia e di ciò che in Italia si è fatto nel passato e si fa 
nel presente, perché prima di ogni altra cosa è bene che i bimbi d'Italia imparino le 
cose di casa nostra.31 
 
Moreover, the author emphasised the modernity and the excellent quality of ‘La Scala 
d’Oro’, when she pointed out how ‘il testo è stato affidato ai migliori scrittori italiani, le 
illustrazioni ai migliori pittori nostri, e caratteri, formato, impaginazione, carta, legatura, 
tutto appare veramente esemplare, chiaro, artistico, moderno, attraente’.32 Although, as 
we will see later, her patriotic feelings were not the direct consequence of her support of 
Fascism, the arguments expressed by Tibaldi Chiesa supported the nationalist agenda of 
the regime.    
The process of rewriting the literary tradition undertaken by ‘La Scala d’Oro’ was 
also praised by Emilia Formiggini Santamaria, but from a very different perspective, in 
                                                
 
30 Tibaldi Chiesa, La letteratura, p. 114. 
31 Tibaldi Chiesa, La letteratura, p. 111. 
32 Ibid., p. 112. 
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which the past is seen as the repository of true values. In a review for L’Italia che scrive, 
which appeared in February 1934, the writer and pedagogue commented on Errante and 
Palazzi’s project by saying: ‘Perché, devono essersi domandati, cercare libri nuovi e 
perciò nuovi autori, che potrebbero sì o no riuscire nell’intento, quando la letteratura del 
passato ci offre così largo campo di scelta?’.33 In order to realize the full implications of 
her words, we must consider that Emilia was the wife of Angelo Fortunato Formiggini, 
an Italian publisher of Jewish descent who would commit suicide in 1938 as a 
consequence of the racial laws. In 1931 she contributed to the Encliclopedia delle 
enciclopedie edited by her husband, writing the entry on pedagogy, and in 1935, she 
became the Editor in Chief of the literary periodical L’Italia che scrive. Throughout her 
production, first as a pedagogue and then as a literary critic, she showed a silent 
disapproval of Fascism.  According to Fava, Formiggini Santamaria praised ‘La Scala 
d’Oro’ because she saw literary tradition as a powerful antidote to Fascist literature and 
culture. In her view, the rewritings proposed by Errante and Palazzi represented a 
significant alternative to the ‘libri nuovi’ and ‘nuovi autori’ promoted by the regime.34 
Other scholars, however, criticised the re-narrations of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ for 
providing readers with expurgated and abridged versions of classics, deprived of their 
original complexity. In particular, Giuseppe Fanciulli and Ferdinando Tempesti comment 
on the distorted and simplified versions contained in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ as having a 
degrading effect on classic literature. Fanciulli claims that the French fairy tales presented 
in the series were completely rewritten by the Italian authors to the point that, in many 
                                                
 
33 Emilia Formiggini Santamaria ‘Recensione a La Scala d’Oro’, L’Italia che scrive, 17 (1934), 48-9. 
34 Percorsi critici, p. 14. 
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cases, ‘avrete non più Perrault, ma Tibaldi Chiesa’.35 Tempesti similarly points out how, 
in the rewriting of Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper (1881), the city of London is 
never mentioned, and this results in a complete loss of the original atmosphere.36  
In more recent times, the series has been mostly praised as a high-quality, 
innovative editorial product. Blezza Picherle, in Libri, bambini, ragazzi, refers to it as 
‘un’eccezione nel panorama delle riscritture’, which met the approval of parents, children 
and educators alike, while also providing young readers with ‘una letteratura che usciva 
dagli schemi didattici e moralistici che imperavano nel campo dell’editoria durante il 
ventennio fascista.37 
Such emphasis on ‘La Scala d’Oro’ as an innovative product, walking the thin 
line between tradition and novelty, is a commonplace in recent criticism. In particular, 
scholars have highlighted how the series had been ‘exceptionally untouched’ by the 
propaganda of the regime: Fava goes so far as to describe it as a ‘strumento raffinato di 
educazione alla libertà’.38 The point is reiterated by Boero and De Luca, who, in their 
influential history of Italian children’s literature, underline how ‘In nessuno dei volumi 
della collana è possibile rintracciare alcunché che possa suonare elogiativo del regime’.39 
The two scholars highlight how, by failing to conform to the Fascist directives, the series 
represented ‘un fronte creativo di antagonismo alla cultura officiale’.40 Their assessment 
of the series is not only based on the catalogue: the linguistic and formal features of the 
                                                
 
35 La letteratura per l’infanzia, p 165. Particularly significant in this regard is the ending of Tibaldi 
Chiesa’s rewriting of ‘Cappuccetto Rosso’: ‘“Che brutto sogno ho mai fatto mamma!” disse Cappuccetto 
Rosso. “Per forza le bambine han da fare brutti sogni, quando non dan retta alla mamma e mangiano troppo 
la sera”’ in Charles Perrault, Fiabe, trans. by Maria Tibaldi Chiesa (Milan: Hoepli, 1945), p. 12. 
36 Ferdinando Tempesti, ‘Principi e poveri a Cesenatico’, in in Università degli studi di Pavia, Dipartimento 
di lingue e letterature straniere moderne, Sezione di Germanistica, Almanacco: annuario sulla letteratura 
giovanile. Gulliver-Pinocchio. Il viaggio di andata e ritorno dei classici verso i ragazzi (Casale 
Monferrato: Piemme, 1998), pp. 40-3 (p. 43). 
37 Blezza Picherle, Libri, bambini, ragazzi, p. 75. 
38 Fava, Percorsi critici, p. 14. 
39 Boero, De Luca, La letteratura, p. 205. 
40 Ibid. 
  
255 
volumes are also analysed, as contributing to a style ‘lontanissimo dallo stile enfatico e 
tonante di Mussolini, fatto proprio dagli autori del regime’, and closer to the expressive 
modes of nineteenth-century children’s literature. Tradition is, once again, interpreted as 
a sign of resistance, and ‘La Scala d’Oro’ is described as a typical product of that ‘cultura 
liberale italiana che, fedele alla propria migliore tradizione, non si lascia conquistare e 
dominare dalle rozzezze fasciste’.41 Ultimately, the authors emphasise the political value 
of an editorial project which is revealing of the ‘incapacità del fascismo di affermare una 
organica cultura nazionale e di estendere la propria egemonia sulla cultura di tradizione 
liberale’.42 
Critics are unanimous in dismissing Guerra e fascismo by Leo Pollini as a 
necessary but unwilling tribute to the regime. However, they often fail to mention another 
volume which is clearly informed by the rhetoric of the regime, namely Roma, by Cesare 
Giardini. The book, published in 1935, traced the history of imperial Rome, presenting it 
as the antecedent of Fascism, and, in place of the usual illustrations, was accompanied by 
pictures which showed the urban growth of the city under Mussolini’s rule.43 
With a few exceptions,44 critical analyses of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ tend to avoid any 
in-depth investigation into the ideology of the series. Most of the existing works praise its 
innovative elements, while highlighting how any sign of loyalty to the regime was 
reduced to a minimum. The supposed neutrality of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ is now interpreted as 
‘passive’ resistance to Fascism, a view which sheds a new light on the statement of intent 
                                                
 
41 Boero, De Luca, La letteratura, p. 206 
42 Ibid. 
43 Cesare Giardini, Roma, memorie e impressioni, ‘La Scala d’Oro’, VIII (Turin: UTET, 1935). 
44 See the works by Faeti, in particular ‘Una settimana’ and Guardare le figure, where the author analyses 
the professional and political background of the main Italian illustrators, including some of those working 
for ‘La Scala d’Oro’.  
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printed at the end of each volume, where the editors present the series as objective, 
impartial and unbiased.  
In placing the emphasis on tradition as a means of resistance to the regime’s 
ideology, however, critics have largely disregarded the overriding presence of 
interlingual rewritings within the series. In the remaining sections of this chapter I will 
further interrogate ‘La Scala d’Oro’ as a product of its time, one which was inscribed in a 
complex system of political and cultural relations. The ideological implications of the 
series will be analysed as they emerged from the process of rewriting, with special 
attention to the way in which foreign literature was ‘re-told’ and re-framed by Italian 
writers. In order to do so, my analysis will concentrate on the different agents of 
translation (i.e. editors, illustrators and writers) which participated in the dialectical 
struggle between conservatism and innovation which underlay the rewritings of ‘La Scala 
d’Oro’. 
4. Behind the Curtains. Editors, Writers, Illustrators 
 
‘La Scala d’Oro’ was the result of a collective enterprise, whose outcome depended on 
the combined effort of different social agents, namely the publisher (UTET), the two 
main editors (Vincenzo Errante and Fernando Palazzi), the narrators and the illustrators. 
Looking at the ‘horizontal interplay’45 between them is particularly useful in order to gain 
a better understanding of how the series positioned itself in relation to the cultural 
production of the time. 
First, we should consider that UTET was not a publisher of children’s literature. 
Rather, it specialized in encyclopaedias, dictionaries and handbooks; in 1928, it published 
                                                
 
45 David Forgacs, Italian Culture, p. 15. 
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La civiltà fascista,46 the first encyclopaedia of Fascism. The focus on ‘solide opere di 
divulgazione e cultura generale’47 shielded the publisher from the ‘crisi del libro’ 
affecting smaller firms, as well as from potential conflicts with the regime. Moreover, 
this type of publication represented a lucrative business: as mentioned in the introduction 
to the Dizionario delle cognizioni utili, UTET openly addressed ‘famiglie colte’48 and, as 
such, was itself endowed with significant cultural and economic capital.  
Hervé Serry has shown how literature in translation can be a means for young 
publishers to acquire symbolic capital.49 In the case of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, however, the 
inclusion of foreign literature served the encyclopaedic purpose of the series, which 
would allow an established publisher such as UTET to penetrate the emerging market of 
children’s literature. Foreign novels, folk tales, religious stories and myths were all 
different facets of an editorial project aimed at providing readers with a variety of 
narrative experiences set in different times and places, which were carefully selected and 
made uniform by the editors.    
Vincenzo Errante and Ferdinando Palazzi played a key role in coordinating the 
work of different professional figures who participated in the project. Most critical 
accounts of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ fail to investigate their professional background or their 
attitude towards the Fascist regime. Yet, in seeking to understand the ideological 
orientation of the series, it is necessary to consider these aspects of their lives. 
Errante was a scholar of German Literature and a translator of, among others, 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Richard Wagner, Friedrich Hölderlin, Heinrich Heine, and 
also of Shakespeare towards the end of its career. As a veteran of the First World War, he 
                                                
 
46 La civiltà fascista illustrata nella dottrina e nelle opere, ed. by Gian Luigi Pomba (Turin: UTET, 1928). 
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supported Fascism from its early days. During the 1930s, his loyalty to the regime 
allowed him to advance in his academic career: in 1932, he became Professor of German 
at the University of Milan, taking the place of Giuseppe Antonio Borghese, who had 
migrated to the United States as a result of his opposition to the regime. After the fall of 
the regime, he was put on trial by the ‘Commissione di epurazione dell'università di 
Milano’ and voluntarily decided to abandon teaching.50 
As far as his activity as translator was concerned, Errante made some interesting 
remarks that can be seen in relation to the process of rewriting of ‘La Scala d’Oro’. He 
writes, in the introduction to Il mare del nord,51 an Italian translation of Heinrich Heine’s 
Die Nordsee: ‘ogni generazione esige che nuovi traduttori presentino al suo spirito le 
opere poetiche straniere sotto una specie, che rechi, dell'epoca, il suggello spirituale e 
formale’.52 However, such a ‘modernizing’ strategy of translation was strongly criticized 
by some intellectuals of the time. In particular, Giuseppe Ungaretti and Eurialo De 
Michelis condemned Errante’s free rendition of the German poets in the 1951 issue of 
Fiera letteraria entitled ‘Inchiesta sulle traduzioni’. A similar judgement came from 
Valentino Bompiani who, in describing the people working for him as the director of 
Unitas publishing house, said: ‘C'è Vincenzo Errante, barone siciliano, traduttore di 
Goethe in versi dannunziani; c'è Luigi Rusca, condirettore generale, col naso chiuso e le 
matite al taschino; c'è Fernando Palazzi, filologo e prudente’.53 
Despite being less visible on the cultural scene, the ‘cautious philologist’ 
Fernando Palazzi was active as a writer, literary critic, author of anthologies, school texts 
and dictionaries, as well as a translator mainly from the French (among others, he 
                                                
 
50 Fausto Cercignani and Emilio Mariano, Vincenzo Errante: la traduzione di poesia ieri e oggi (Milan: 
Cisalpino, 1993). 
51 Heinrich Heine, Il Mare del Nord, trans. by Vincenzo Errante (Florence: Felice Le Monnier, 1920). 
52 Qtd. in Cercignani and Mariano, Vincenzo Errante, p. 209. 
53 Valentino Bompiani, Vita privata (Milan: Mondadori, 1973), p. 31. 
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translated Balzac, Voltaire, Perrault, Molière) but also from the German (Heine). As a 
journalist, he was the senior editor of and literary critic for L’Italia che scrive (1917-
1923), a ‘rivista di informazione libraria’, which offered a press review of books 
published in Italy at the time. The journal had always kept its distance from Fascism, its 
editor-in-chief being the already mentioned Angelo F. Formiggini, seen by the regime as 
a public enemy, who ‘rivendicava per sé la massima libertà editoriale’.54 
From 1939, Palazzi and Errante also embarked on a similar project to that of ‘La 
Scala d’Oro’, editing for publisher UTET the illustrated encyclopaedia Il Tesoro del 
ragazzo italiano. As well as ‘La Scala d’Oro’, another work to which Palazzi’s name is 
frequently attached is the Enciclopedia degli aneddoti (1935), reprinted by 
Baldini&Castoldi in 1989, 1993 and 2000 with the title of Il dizionario degli aneddoti. In 
the 1993 edition, the introduction by Oreste del Buono provided some interesting remarks 
on Palazzi’s qualities as a translator. Il dizionario was described as ‘un’arguta ripresa de 
“La Scala d’Oro”’ where:  
 
Non c’è presunzione nei testi ridotti; c’è anzi, molta fedeltà e ammirazione per gli 
originali. Una grande umiltà che si impegna a non diminuire troppo l’estro del genio 
altrui, una vivace ispirazione che rende possibile una succosa trascrizione di pagine 
immortali. Chi si è fatto un’idea appassionata della letteratura di tutti i Paesi 
leggendo i volumi de ’La Scala d’Oro’ lo sa bene.55 
 
What is interesting to note is that, instead of commenting on his activity as a 
translator, del Buono praises Palazzi for his involvement in the UTET series, for which 
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55 Oreste del Buono, ‘Presentazione’, in Ferdinando Palazzi, Dizionario degli aneddoti, rev. edn. by Rosetta 
Palazzi and Mary Gilson (Milan: Baldini&Castoldi, 2000), pp. 5-7, (p. 6). 
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he translated three titles (Hugo, Daudet, Maupassant). This is probably due to the fact that 
both Il dizionario and ‘La Scala d’Oro’ were based on rewritings of tradition coming 
from several sources. While the first was a collection of anecdotes, the second included 
several works of literature, coming from different traditions. However, more than 
applying to individual literary units, rewritings of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ are presented as part 
of a collective work, thus functioning almost like encyclopaedia entries. 
Looking at the nature of the series, as outlined above, we can see how the editors’ 
specialist skills were fundamental to its success; while Errante was an experienced 
translator, Palazzi had undertaken several encyclopaedic projects. Similarly, the narrators 
of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ were often chosen on the basis of their activity as writers, as well as 
their specific areas of expertise. For instance, Tibaldi Chiesa is chosen as the narrator of 
most fairy tales; Dandolo rewrites ‘novelle’ and short stories; religious stories were 
written by Don Cesare Angelini.  
The writers of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ had a visible authorial presence. While their 
names always appeared on the front covers, in the case of interlingual translations that of 
the author of the source text was often not mentioned. In this regard, it is interesting to 
notice that there was no apparent difference between foreign and Italian works, as both 
were presented as ‘narrati da’ an Italian writer. For this reason, rather than acting as 
translators, Italian writers can be described as re-writers/re-narrators, who undertook the 
task of writing a new story based on an existing and widely known work of literature.  
Similarly, as we have seen above, the re-writers were presented in the editors’ statement 
as ‘i migliori scrittori italiani per ragazzi’, with no mention of their professional 
accomplishments as translators. However, on a closer look, we notice how, despite being 
part of a collective project that placed special emphasis on uniformity and consistency, 
the writers came from different backgrounds and had achieved different levels of 
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celebrity. Their relationship with the regime was also varied, ranging from compliance to 
open condemnation and antagonism. Among them, we find authors who were renowned 
for opposing the regime and whose works had been confiscated, such as Francesco Perri, 
Diego Valeri, Marino Moretti. Some others, such as the aforementioned Don Angelini or 
Gustavo Brigante Colonna, author of historical novels, were more closely aligned with 
the regime, although it is often difficult to assess whether their support was only 
apparent. 
In the majority of cases, writing or translating for children were not professions in 
themselves and, even when they constituted a primary occupation, they were often 
carried out in parallel with other activities. Almost half of the rewriters contributing to 
‘La Scala d’Oro’ were women, which is not surprising considering the nature of the 
series. Norma Clarke notes how the large number of female authors writing conduct-
books and children’s literature, in the eighteenth and early nineteenth-century England, 
can be explained by the fact that these genres  ‘carried none of the stigma of fiction and 
could provide a point of entry into the public sphere, as well as a possible income’.56 A 
similar situation was found in Italian literature where, during the years of Fascism, 
women writers were extremely numerous but their presence was limited to certain literary 
                                                
 
56 Norma Clarke, ‘The Cursed Barbauld Crew: Women Writers and Writing for Children in the Late 
Eighteenth Century’, in Opening the Nursery Door: Reading, Writing, and Childhood, 1600-1900, ed. by 
Mary Hilton, Morag Styles, and Victor Watson (London, Routledge: 1997), pp. 91-103 (p. 95). 
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genres, such as fantasy and love stories, children’s literature or autobiography.57 In her 
article on ‘Women and Censorship in Fascist Italy’, Lucia Re argues that Fascist 
censorship was particularly harsh towards women, as shown, for instance, by the fact that 
the majority of Jewish writers whose books were banned in 1938 were women.  Because 
of the contradictions and the ambiguities of Fascist censorship, its real impact on women 
writers is difficult to gauge. However, Bonsaver aptly points out that ‘women remained 
the most marginalized and attacked group of authors’, especially if we consider the 
regime’s rhetoric of motherhood, which aimed to bring women back to more ‘useful’ and 
traditional roles.58 ‘La Scala d’Oro’ combined several features which were traditionally 
associated with women’s writing: not only was it aimed at children, but it also originated 
from a process of rewriting, rather than of original creation. Moreover, the way in which 
the texts were presented as retold by a narrator located the series in the domain of the 
female storytelling tradition. At the same time, as we have seen above, the authors of ‘La 
Scala d’Oro’ were referred to as ‘i migliori scrittori italiani’, thus increasing the prestige 
of the more or less known writers participating in the series.  
At least three out of the six women writers to be found in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ had 
complex and ambiguous relationships with the regime. Rosa Errera, who would be 
excluded from the series after the promulgation of the racial laws, had won with her Noi 
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the first prize for the ‘libro di letture patriottiche’ in 1918. Notwithstanding her apparent 
compliance with the nationalist agenda of the regime, her patriotic spirit was primarily 
animated by nineteenth-century, Risorgimental values, and was alien to Fascism.59 Mary 
Tibaldi Chiesa, an extremely prolific writer and translator for children, was the daughter 
of Edoardo Chiesa, founder of the Republican Party (1905), who had voluntarily exiled 
himself in France during Fascism. One of the most renowned and respected writers for 
children of the Fascist ventennio, after the fall of the regime Tibaldi Chiesa would 
become an advocate of women’s rights.60 She would also be elected to Parliament for the 
Republican Party in the newly formed Italian Republic. Milly Dandolo and Pia Piccoli 
Addoli were less controversial figures, who maintained a low profile during the 
ventennio. The former published numerous works of sentimental fiction and children’s 
literature. However, she is mostly known as the author of ‘Oro alla patria’ (1936) an 
article which appeared in the women’s magazine Lei to advertise the voluntary donation 
of marriage rings, demanded by Fascist authorities in support of the Ethiopian war. 
Notwithstanding the propagandistic nature of the piece, the Italian scholar Patrizia Giuda 
casts a doubt on the extent of Dandolo’s consent to the regime, when she notes that 
‘nonostante il fanatismo dell’autrice, non si fa alcun riferimento a Mussolini’.61 Finally, 
Pia Piccoli Addoli’s publications ranged from medieval subjects (she is still remembered 
for her 1962 edition of Boccaccio’s Elegia di Madonna Fiammetta), several books for 
children (including a Latin textbook and some translations from English), and two 
volumes of ‘La Scala d’Oro’: La storia di Peter Pan (1940) and Il romanzo di Fanfulla 
(1941).  
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It is clear from the analysis above that some of the writers who participated in the 
project of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ had ‘withdrawn’ into children’s literature after having been 
excluded from the official literary discourse. For dissidents of the regime and women 
writers, children’s literature often represented one of the few areas in which they could 
express themselves, creatively and intellectually. Mario Valeri, in his Letteratura 
giovanile ed educazione (1981), claims that la femminilizzazione della letteratura 
giovanile è soprattutto il riflesso di una situazione subalterna e quindi controllabile della 
donna come di questa letteratura.62 The potential for children’s literature to function as a 
cultural or political ‘internal exile’63 is particularly evident in the case of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
where, behind the appearance of conformity to the dominant social values, many 
rewriters had a personal history of dissidence and opposition to the cultural and political 
authorities.   
Another important feature of the UTET series, which has been enthusiastically 
praised by critics, concerns its visual aspect. Not only were the illustrations of great 
artistic quality, but also, the illustrators employed innovative techniques which replaced 
the more traditional ‘tavola illustrata’. While the latter represented a decorative element, 
clearly subordinate to the text, Marrone points out how ‘Le illustrazioni de “La Scala 
d’Oro” sono nel testo, dentro il testo, lo attraversano e lo coinvolgono, lo rendono più 
vivace e colorato’.64 The author goes on to say: ‘Sembra quasi che la parola entri 
nell’immagine, mentre nel contempo l’immagine si muove verso la parola’.65 The closer 
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integration of text and images shows the influence of comics on Italian illustrators, 
especially if we consider that several illustrators of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ also worked for 
children’s magazines. 
The series employed nineteen illustrators and painters, the most renowned being 
Gustavino and Filiberto Mateldi, who illustrated fifteen and fourteen volumes 
respectively. Among the artists, there was only one woman, Maria Battigelli, employed to 
illustrate the historical novel Quo Vadis. Battigelli was an illustrator and a painter, who 
had illustrated more than ninety books throughout her career. In an essay on Italian 
women illustrators, Paola Pallottino notes that women were most often employed to 
illustrate fairy-tales, adaptations and abridgements for children, while their presence 
disappears from adventure stories, scientific works and, in general, ‘nella grande 
letteratura destinata ai ragazzi e agli adulti’.66 According to the author, while the art of 
illustration was a creative activity, and as such had traditionally been a prerogative of 
men, story re-telling was seen as a feminine activity. If we compare the number of 
women writers with that of women illustrators present in the series, we can see how ‘La 
Scala d’Oro’ followed a similar pattern.  
In this regard, in her essay on ‘La Scala d’Oro’, Pallottino claims that the 
illustrators of the series had a stronger ‘authorial’ presence if compared to that of the 
actual writers. To support her claim, she observes that, while the illustrations remained 
unchanged over time, twelve narrators were replaced in subsequent editions of the 
series.67 However, the scholar fails to acknowledge that the substitutions which took 
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place at the end of 1939 were a direct consequence of the racial laws.68 Looking at the 
new versions, where Jewish writers were replaced by ‘Aryan’ ones, we notice how only 
minimal changes were introduced in the texts, which remained almost the same. 
According to Fabre, if the text had been modified to a greater extent, the editors would 
have had to retouch the illustrations, which would have entailed a considerable cost.69 At 
the same time, this also shows how illustrations constituted a fundamental aspect of the 
series, and that text and illustration were intended to be perceived as an integrated whole. 
 
5. Inside the Catalogue 
 
Looking at the catalogue of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, we immediately notice that the majority of 
the works published within the series were foreign.70 The only works originally written 
by Italian authors (if we exclude Guerra e Fascismo, with its clear propagandistic 
purpose) were ‘opere originali e istruttive’, ancient myths, and some folk tales. Presenting 
all the rewritings either as ‘classics’ or as belonging to folk tradition had two 
consequences. First, it implied that, since they had originated in a pre-Fascist era, the 
majority of the works included in the series were not expected to make any reference to 
the current political situation. Secondly, by de-localizing the foreign stories and 
excluding any temporal determination, the narrative was made to appear as timeless, 
universal and unbiased. 
However, the choice of narrating the past was not without ideological 
implications, especially if we consider that, during Fascism, the past had come to 
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represent a political and ideological category. In his work on the ideology of Fascism, 
Piergiogio Zunino has argued that the process of memory involves manipulation and 
retelling, therefore any image of the past is in itself ideological.71 The case of the Fascist 
rewritings of Pinocchio has shown how, during the ventennio, memory and tradition were 
selectively appropriated by the regime and variously employed for ideological and 
rhetorical purposes. If, on the one hand, Fascism denied the past, presenting Mussolini’s 
revolution as a new start for the Italian nation, on the other, tradition was exploited as a 
rhetorical category which served the need for legitimization. As Zunino claims: ‘più che 
desiderio del passato c'era la necessità del passato’.72 Such a ‘need for the past’ was 
especially evident in children’s literature, as a genre which was marked by the tension 
between its inherent conservatism, on the one hand, and, on the other, Fascism’s call for a 
new literature which reflected the new Fascist aesthetic and lifestyle. In a definition given 
by Scotto di Luzio, nineteenth-century literature for children was an ‘espressione di 
un’epoca che il fascismo giudicava negativamente e non poteva accogliere, se non a 
prezzo di numerose manipolazioni, nella costruzione della propria tradizione’.73 As a 
consequence, like foreign literature, tradition needed to be ‘translated’ and purged of its 
disruptive elements before being delivered to the final ‘consumers’. 
For these reasons, ‘La Scala d’Oro’’s decision to publish classics and traditional 
tales was more problematic than it might seem. If we look at the strategies carried out by 
the rewriters, it is not surprising to find that folk tales and myths are set in a timeless past; 
however, foreign novels received a similar treatment, as they appear to be completely 
delocalized and also set in a timeless past. Significantly, the only works to be set in a 
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recognizable contemporary world are those originally written by Italian authors. In this 
respect, it is interesting to consider Jack Zipes’ analysis of the ideology of fairy tale, as a 
literary artefact that is often considered to be authorless and eternal. Zipes has pointed out 
how writers of literary fairy tales exploited such ideas in order to construct an ‘ideology 
of harmlessness’,74 when in fact their creations were aimed at educating children to the 
dominant values of the time. In a similar fashion, the narrators of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
presented both traditional fairy tales and foreign works as originating from an unspecified 
‘tradition’. As a consequence of their being – at least superficially – deprived of any 
foreign elements, the translations of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ could circulate freely, unaffected 
by the growing hostility against translation that had spread over the 1930s. 
 
6. Translations as Rewritings 
André Lefevere has shown how literary anthologies can be considered a form of 
rewriting, as they share with translation the metonymic function of providing readers with 
an ‘image’ of an original work, author or literary period.75 Anthologies of translated texts 
are described as being ‘located at the intersection of translating and anthologizing’,76 
since the inclusion in an anthology represents, for foreign texts, a further ‘re-framing’ and 
manipulation. The metonymic function of translation77 is in this case particularly evident; 
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target readers, who normally do not have access to the originals, are presented with a 
selection of works, which are deemed to be representative of a literary type or period. 
‘La Scala d’Oro’ shares several features with the anthology as a genre, starting 
with the process of selection and manipulation of foreign texts, which are re-framed to 
suit pedagogical purposes. However, it cannot be considered as an anthology of foreign 
literature; not only did it include some Italian works, but also, the interlingual rewritings 
did not offer any insight into the source culture, being deprived of any social or historical 
reference points. The metonymic potential of the foreign texts is expressed in a different 
way, which does not point to a specific literary tradition. Rather, the rewritings of ‘La 
Scala d’Oro’ are presented as metonymic of ‘the’ tradition, that is to say a collection of 
international literature of all times, which has been carefully tailored to suit the specific 
needs of Italian children. Educational value and literary status of the source-text are the 
principles governing the selection, combined with a target-oriented perspective where 
different literary traditions are merged into one. The project of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ is clearly 
informed by a universalist view on children’s literature, according to which national and 
ideological differences are assimilated and adapted to the broader stylistic an pedagogical 
principles of the series. This is reflected in a strategy of re-narration that operates a 
reinscription of the original texts within the horizon of expectations78 and the conventions 
of ‘La Scala d’Oro’.  
 Looking at the foreign titles of the series, we notice how they were all established 
works, of which several translations into Italian had already appeared since the previous 
century. The number of foreign works (not including fairy tales and myths) for each 
series rises in parallel with the age of intended readers; if the first series, for children aged 
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six, only includes one translation out of eight volumes, the last series, intended for 
readers aged thirteen, is composed of seven foreign texts out of a total of fourteen. This is 
an interesting feature, which can be interpreted in relation to the didactic objectives of the 
series: translated titles were mostly adventure stories or novels belonging to the European 
tradition, genres which were not considered suitable for very young readers.  
We might wonder why the editors of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ decided to include such a 
high number of foreign titles in the series, considering the growing hostility of the regime 
towards literature in translation.    
On the one hand, resorting to translations was a necessity. Italian children’s literature 
had only produced two masterpieces in the previous century (i.e. Collodi’s Pinocchio and 
Cuore by De Amicis) and readers’ demand for adventure tales could not be satisfied by 
Italian literary production. On the other hand, exposing readers to a wide range of 
literature was presented as a selling point by the editors of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, especially as 
it came with the guarantee of age appropriateness on the part of the editors.  
It is remarkable how, despite the preponderance of translations, ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
was never criticised by Italian pedagogues and intellectuals, and continued to be reprinted 
even after 1938, when foreign literature for children was explicitly condemned. 
Acceptability was partly achieved by labelling foreign literature as ‘traditional’, and 
therefore as a ‘safe’ source, especially when presented in such a domesticated form. As 
already mentioned, however, Fascism had a complex and problematic relationship with 
tradition, as a depository of meanings which needed to be controlled and dominated. This 
might be the reason why the editors Errante and Palazzi placed special emphasis on the 
patriotic dimension of the project and on its topicality, as we can see from the statement 
reproduced in each volume, where the series was described as a product of modern, 
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forward-looking Italy. Both translated and Italian works are presented as 
‘opportunamente rinfrescati e filtrati attraverso la sensibilità moderna’. 
Moreover, we should consider that, in the course of the 1930s, indepent reading 
amongst children was regarded with increasing suspicion. In 1932, the ‘Ente nazionale 
biblioteche popolari e scolastiche’ was instituted, with the aim of controlling and 
directing the circulation of books. As Scotto di Luzio observes, even though Fascism 
failed to create and impose its own literature, ‘Quelle che mutavano erano le regole di 
leggibilità dei testi’.79 For instance, through the direct control on public and school 
libraries (a Socialist initiative absorbed by the Fascist Party), combined with the 
publications of several ‘manuali’ of children’s literature (such as the aforementioned ones 
by Visentini, Giacobbe, and Fanciulli and Monaci), children’s readings were monitored 
and directed.80 
In this context, we can see how ‘La Scala d’Oro’ represented a respectable, 
trustworthy product for children, where adult mediation was visible and inescapable, as 
every text was part of a pedagogical project that framed and guided readers’ 
interpretation. If compared to children’s magazines, which were frequently exchanged 
and passed around and which favoured individual interpretation, ‘La Scala d’Oro’ was an 
elite product, with clear class implications. Cartoonist Carlo Chendi, Italian author and 
illustrator of Disney cartoons, highlights how the series was not affordable by many, 
when he says: 
 
La mia fortuna fu poi il mio vicino di casa, un bambino che – cosa rarissima! – aveva 
l’intera biblioteca per ragazzi della UTET. Comprendeva i libri migliori dell’epoca: 
                                                
 
79 Scotto di Luzio, L'appropriazione, p. 144. 
80 On the regime’s attempts to control public and school libraries, see Scotto di Luzio, L'appropriazione. 
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il padre glieli aveva comprati, ma gli aveva anche impedito di prestarli, e lui me li 
dava di nascosto. Erano i volumi della ‘Scala d’Oro’, molto belli, con illustrazioni a 
colori, che ti facevano sognare.81  
 
Looking at the price of the volumes, we can see how they did not address a mass 
audience but rather a small, selected readership. We read in an article announcing the 
publication of the first series:    
 
L'opera completa consterà di otto serie; di cui sono già pubblicate la I, di 8 volumi, 
al prezzo di L. 80; la II, di 8 volumi, al prezzo di L. 96; la VI, di 14 volumi, al prezzo 
di L. 140.82 
 
If we consider that the first volume of La Biblioteca dei miei ragazzi, namely Il fanciullo 
che venne dal mare, cost three liras, we realize how ‘La Scala d’Oro’ could only have a 
limited circulation, while enjoying a high symbolic capital. The fact that ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
was an elite product had important consequences on the way it was perceived by the 
regime, especially in terms of censorship. As demonstrated by the case of comics in the 
previous chapter, Fascist censorhip was mostly concerned with those printed materials 
that had a widespread circulation and were more easily accessible to the public.  ‘Low 
culture’ represented a threat also because it addressed an audience that was perceived as 
vulnerable and easily influenced. This applied to adult literature as well, leading to the 
infantilization of adult audience mentioned above.83 
                                                
 
81 Sergio Badino, Conversazione con Carlo Chendi. Da Pepito alla Disney e oltre: cinquant'anni di fumetto 
vissuti da protagonista, (Latina: Tunué, 2006), p. 6. 
82 ‘Serie: “La Scala d’Oro”’, La Cultura e il Libro, 1 (1933), p. 399. 
83 See the discussion in Chapter One, p. 39. 
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Finally, it is interesting to note how some of the canonical texts of European 
literature were excluded from ‘La Scala d’Oro’, amongst these were La divina commedia 
by Dante Alighieri, Alice in wonderland by Lewis Carrol and Le avventure di Pinocchio 
by Collodi. According to Pallottino’s analysis, because of their complex and metaphorical 
quality, these masterpieces could not conform to the standards of the series. However, 
‘La nuova scala d’Oro’, a continuation of the UTET series which began to be published 
in 1957, included both Dante’s and Carroll’s works, while Collodi’s masterpiece 
continued to be left out. This is, in fact, a remarkable exclusion, if we consider that, as 
Chapter Two has shown, Pinocchio had inspired countless adaptations during the 
ventennio.  Those rewritings, however, had little or nothing in common with Collodi’s 
story, which continued to be widely read and circulated in numerous editions. The fact 
that the original Pinocchio still occupied a prominent place in Italian children’s literature 
could be the reason why it was not considered suitable for ‘La Scala d’Oro’. 
Contemporary books for children were in fact excluded from the series’ catalogue, the 
latter being based on the rewriting of either old or foreign woks of literature, of which the 
‘original’ was not easily traceable or accessible.   
7. Case-studies: Peter Pan and Robinson Crusoe 
 
Among the vast number of interlingual rewritings which featured in the catalogue  of ‘La 
Scala d’Oro’, I have decided to focus on two classics of English literature: James M. 
Barrie’s Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens and Daniel Defoe’s The Life and Adventures 
of Robinson Crusoe.84 These works were selected for two reasons. First, both Peter Pan 
and Robinson Crusoe were regarded as children’s classics, therefore their inclusion in ‘La 
                                                
 
84 From now on, I will be referring to the texts as Peter Pan and Robinson Crusoe. 
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Scala d’Oro’ was motivated by their literary and educational value. Secondly, because 
both novels had a complex history of retranslation, involving shifts of addressee (in the 
case of Robinson Crusoe) and of media (in the case of Peter Pan), rewriters could draw 
on a large body of existing texts and traditions. We have seen how classics for children 
often come to be perceived as a ‘common property’,85 which can be freely manipulated to 
suit different purposes. Looking at the way in which both Barrie’s and Defoe’s novel 
were appropriated by the rewriters of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ can offer insights into the ways in 
which elements of the original works were selected, reframed, and transformed, 
according to new educational goals.  
Besides being variously rewritten in English, to suit different audiences and 
purposes, both Robinson Crusoe and Peter Pan have inspired countless translations 
across many languages. Before looking at how the two texts entered the Italian literary 
system and were appropriated by ‘La Scala d’Oro’, it should be noted that, despite 
sharing a similar publishing history, Barrie’s and Defoe’s novels were substantially 
different in their nature. While Peter Pan can be regarded as a fantastic story, written for 
children and featuring fairy-tale elements, Robinson Crusoe is presented as a realistic 
account which, as its length and style suggest, originally addressed adult readers. Such a 
difference in intended audience is at least partly reflected in ‘La Scala d’Oro’; while 
Peter Pan is included in the first series, for children aged six, Robinson Crusoe is 
considered to be suitable for older readers, and thus features in the fourth series, 
addressing nine-year-olds. 
The character of Peter Pan has a complex history, which developed across several 
texts and media. First introduced in J. M. Barrie’s adult novel White Little Bird (1902), 
                                                
 
85 Definition by Isabelle Desmidt. See Chapter One, p. 37. 
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the boy who flies away to escape adulthood became famous thanks to the stage play 
‘Peter Pan, or The Boy Who Wouldn't Grow Up’. Performed in London, on the 27th of 
December 1904, the play soon inspired numerous unofficial rewritings, which exploited 
the success of the main character.86 Barrie published a novelization of the play only in 
1911, with the title of Peter and Wendy. Already in 1906, however, the author had written 
a children’s version of White Little Bird, which he had entitled Peter Pan in Kensington 
Gardens. The latter can be regarded as the first appearance of the character of Peter Pan 
in a children’s book. Defined as ‘one of the most overwritten texts of our century, 
existing in numerous versions by different authors’,87 Peter Pan soon escaped from the 
author’s control, to become part of the collective imagination. As Jacqueline Rose aptly 
pointed out, ‘Peter Pan was a children’s classic before it was a children’s book’88 
(original emphasis). 
The only foreign title included in the first series of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, Peter Pan was 
a surprisingly unconventional story in the context of the Italian children’s literature of the 
time.  In his groundbreaking work, Harvey Darton argues that children’s literature 
acquired a new freedom at the turn of the twentieth century, and goes on to claim that the 
‘fullest, most careless exhibition of that freedom, however, was neither in a toy nor a 
book, but in a play, Peter Pan, which for all its dramatic forms has influenced the spirit of 
                                                
 
86 Jacqueline Rose mentions pictures and images from the play, as well as mementoes and biographies of 
Peter Pan being published shortly after the first performance. Among others: Oliver Herford, The Peter Pan 
Alphabet (1907) or G. D. Drennan, Peter Pan, His Book, His Pictures, His Career, His Friends (1909). In 
Rose, The Case, p. 66. 
87 Jacqueline Rose, ‘State and Language: Peter Pan as Written for the Child’, in Language. Gender and 
Childhood, ed. by Carolyn Sreedman, Cathy Utwin, and Valerie Walkerdine (London: Routledge, 1985), 
pp. 88-112 (p. 88). 
88 Rose, The Case, p. 66. 
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children’s books, and the grown-up view of them, more powerfully than any other work 
except the Alices and Andersen’s fairy tales’.89  
Among Italian literary critics, Mary Tibaldi Chiesa in 1945 drew a parallel 
between Alice in Wonderland and Peter Pan, saying that ‘le creazioni di Carrol e di 
Barrie possono apparire ad alcuni sconcertanti e discutibili’ and, like Alice, ‘forse anche 
Peter Pan non è un libro che i bambini possano capire interamente’.90 The concluding 
remark: ‘Ai lettori dalla fantasia proclive appunto alle immagini evanescenti, nelle 
penombre del sogno, il libro potrà piacere, pur con le sue incongruenze, con le sue 
ingenuità, con le sue assurdità’,91 recalls the type of criticism received by Alice at the 
Bologna Conference, where Carroll’s book had been harshly criticized as an ‘incubo 
visionario’, unsuitable for the rational Italian mind.92  
The character of Peter Pan had started to exert its fascination on Italian young 
readers soon after the publication of Peter and Wendy. In 1912, a first abridgment of 
Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens appeared in Il Corriere dei Piccoli, illustrated by the 
renowned cartoonist Attilio Mussino.93 In 1919, F. C. Ageno carried out a complete 
translation of the novel, illustrated this time by Ezio Anichini. From the general catalogue 
of Italian libraries, we can see how, over the course of the ventennio, this translation was 
the one that circulated in the largest number of reprints. A few years later, in 1922, Peter 
e Wendy came out in a translation by Silvio Spaventa Filippi, illustrated by Gustavino: 
however, the second book did not match the success and popularity of the first Peter Pan.   
                                                
 
89 Harvey Darton, Children's Books in England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 309-
10. 
90 Tibaldi Chiesa, La letteratura, p. 233. 
91 The inherent differnce between Italian and English children was also highlighted by Fanciulli and 
Monaci, in their history of children's literature La letteratura per l’infanzia (1926). See Chapter Three, p. 
106. 
92 Padellaro, ‘Traduzioni e riduzioni’, p. 41. 
93 Attilio Mussino, ‘Nel regno di Peter Pan’, Il Corriere dei Piccoli (April-September 1912). 
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Two successive rewritings appeared in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ with the title of La Storia 
di Peter Pan, both based on Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens. The first came out in 
1932, re-narrated by Rosa Errera, and the second in 1940, in a new version by Pia Piccoli 
Addoli, which replaced the earlier one in all subsequent reprints. The substitution was a 
consequence of the anti-Semitic legislation, introduced in 1938, aimed at excluding 
Italian Jews from most professions – including education and publishing.94 
 A new translation of both Peter and Wendy and Peter Pan in Kensington Gardens 
was carried out by Milly Dandolo in 1939, and signed with the Italianized name of ‘Milli 
Dandolo’.  
Although it was produced in a different socio-cultural context, Robinson Crusoe 
had a similarly complex history of rewriting. Published by William Taylor on the 25th of 
April 1719, by the end of the century the book already counted more than 200 editions 
and abridgments. As Marshall pointed out, at the beginning of the twentieth century 
Defoe’s book ‘has been edited and re-edited, it has been translated and abridged, turned 
into shorthand and into poetry, and published in every form imaginable, and at every 
price, from one penny to many pounds’.95 Since its publication, Defoe’s novel has 
fascinated readers as well as critics, who have offered different readings of the text. 
Having been variously interpreted as a religious allegory, a bildungsroman, and an 
educational tract, the book has become, with time, a children’s classic. Rousseau defined 
it as ‘the best treatise on education according to nature’96 and his opinion was clearly 
                                                
 
94 See Michele Sarfatti, Mussolini contro gli ebrei: Cronaca dell'elaborazione delle leggi del 1938 (Turin: 
Zamorani, 1994). 
95 Horace E. Marshall, English Literature for Boys and Girls (London: TC and EC Jack, 1909), p. 445. 
96 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, trans. by Barbara Foxley (London: Dent, 1963), p. 147. 
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shared by many educational institutions, who encouraged children to read the book and 
even adopted it as a school text.97  
Compared to Peter Pan, Robinson Crusoe had in Italy a longer and more complex 
translation history in Italy. The first Italian version of Defoe’s novel appeared in 1788. It 
was an anonymous translation from French, with the wordy title of La vita e le avventure 
di Robinson Crusoe: storia galante che contiene, tra gli altri avvenimenti, il soggiorno 
che egli fece per vent'anni in un'isola deserta situata sopra la Costa dell'America vicino 
all'imboccatura della gran Riviera Oroonoca: il tutto scritto da lui medesimo. This first 
translation was soon followed by various adaptations across different media. Over the 
course of the nineteenth century, the story inspired plays, musical dramas, and 
pantomimes, as well as numerous adaptations for children. The Nuovo Robinson dei 
giovinetti italiani (1895) by Luigi Mellano was followed by countless adaptations for 
children, which greatly outnumbered the translations for adults. Among those, ‘Robinson 
Crosué: racconto educativo’, presented as ‘fatto italiano da Pietro Fornari’ (1906) was the 
one that circulated most widely, through numerous reprints and re-editions, as we can see 
from the general catalogues of Italian libraries. 
Mary Tibaldi Chiesa says of Defoe’s novel: ‘non vi mancano incongruenze, errori e 
anacronismi, ma si tratta di lievi mende, che non incidono sul valore del libro’98. She 
especially praises the character of Robinson, claiming that, although children could not 
                                                
 
97 Ian Michael points out how Defoe’s novel featured among the best educational books in Richard Lowell 
Edgeworth and Maria Edgeworth, Practical Education (1789). In Ian Michael, The Teaching of English: 
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fully undestand the religious and philosophical foundations of the novel, they could still 
appreciate the qualities of the protagonist.99 
Robinson Crusoe appeared in the fourth series of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ in 1935, with 
the title of La vita avventurosa di Robinson Crosué rewritten by Francesco Perri and 
illustrated by Nicco.  
7.1 Peter Pan in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
The two versions of Peter Pan that were included in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ were produced at 
different historical moments in the Fascist dictatorship, by two authors who had very 
different relationships with the regime.  
The 1932 version was carried out by Rosa Errera. An occasional translator  (she 
translated some poems by Heinrich Heine and a novel by Dina Mulock) and a prolific 
writer for children, in 1919 she had won an important literary award with her book Noi.100 
Her whole production follows a typically nineteenth-century didactic model and is 
imbued with patriotic, Risorgimental values as well as philanthropic ideas. Her 
pedagogical treatise, Per la sincerità dei nostri scolari, published in 1922, shows her 
progressive educational views, centred on children’s physical and mental freedom. 
During the ventennio, we read in Achille Norsa's account that ‘La sua casa a Milano […] 
era frequentata, tra gli altri, da Angiolo Orvieto, Silvio Spaventa Filippi, Clemente 
Rebora, Giuseppe Antonio Borgese, e fu chiamata da quest'ultimo ‘tempio della 
                                                
 
99 Talking about the protagonist, Tibaldi Chiesa claims that ‘In lui si impersonano il desiderio d'avventura e 
di conquista innato nel cuore umano, la tenacia, l'intelligenza, il coraggio, la pazienza, l'attività dell'uomo 
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libertà’.101 After the enactment of the Fascist racial laws, Errera was marginalized for her 
Jewish heritage and, according to Farina, lived hidden in her friend Teresa Trento's hous, 
who saved her from deportation. Even before then, however, the author’s detachment 
from the regime was clear from her literary production as well as her intellectual 
affinities.102 
Pia Piccoli Addoli, on the other hand, actively participated in the regime’s cultural 
life. In a review of the ‘Convegno Nazionale per la Letteratura Infantile e Giovanile’, she 
wrote:  
 
Non importa sapere quello che il ragazzo vuole nel suo libro, ma bisogna imporgli 
quello che vogliono i nuovi tempi. Il nuovo libro deve dare al fanciullo l'orgoglio 
d'essere italiano, la convinzione che l'italiano è superiore a tutto, che per l'Italiano 
niente è impossibile. Anche la verità storica dev'essere subordinata a tale concetto.103  
 
Her words are revealing of a new patriotism, informed by Fascist ideology, in which 
pedagogical goals were subordinated to the regime’s political agenda.  Addoli was also 
the author of the section ‘Il Libro del Fanciullo’ in La Parola e il libro, a journal directed 
by Leo Pollini (the author of Guerra e Fascismo) which published book reviews. Her 
husband, Valentino Piccoli, was an intellectual and a fervid supporter of the regime, who 
became one of the signatories of the Manifesto degli intellettuali fascisti (1925).104  
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In comparing the two Italian versions of Peter Pan, published at a distance of five 
years, this analysis will focus on significant aspects of the original novel, in an attempt to 
identify the voice of the rewriters in the target texts, as well as the different strategies of 
rewriting. For this purpose, I will take into consideration the narrative framework, i.e. 
how the story is framed by the initial introduction, but also how it is re-narrated by the 
Italian authors; the educational message, especially as it emerges from the central scene 
of the novel, portraying the protagonist’s rejection by his mother; and, finally, the 
character of Maimie, and her relationship with Peter. 
    In the original novel, the narrator addresses his readers in an informal, story-
telling style, warning them that: ‘You must see it for yourself that it will be difficult to 
follow Peter Pan’s adventures unless you are familiar with the Kensington Gardens’.105 
Although the story is told by the adult narrator, his son David plays a fundamental role, 
because, thanks to his young age, he can still remember his life before birth. The special 
relationship between narrator and narratee can be compared to the one found in Alice in 
Wonderland, only with the difference that, in Peter Pan, the adult and the child are 
effectively co-narrating the events. Moreover, similarly to Carroll’s novel, Peter Pan 
addresses a dual audience of children and adults, to the point that some critics have 
regarded the child addressee as a pretext, defining Barrie’s work as an ‘adult’s fantasy for 
an adult, about childhood, warped into the appearance of being for children’.106 
The two versions of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ specifically addressed a very young 
audience. Both texts were presented as ‘narrato da’ Errera or Addoli, whose narrative 
voices were superimposed on that of the original narrator. The most immediate 
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consequence was the manipulation of the narratorial voice according to a more traditional 
model, where the adult authorial self tells the story to the child reader.  
Errera’s version still presents the story as the result of a joint narration, whose 
dynamics are not, however, revealed to the readers: ‘Un babbo la raccontò un giorno al 
suo figlioletto. Poi il figlioletto la raccontò a lui con qualche aggiunta…’.107 Addoli, on 
the other hand, immediately restores a more conventional narrative voice, by showing an 
asymmetrical relationship of power between adult narrator and child listener:  
 
É una storia vera? Chiederà qualche bambino, di quelli che vogliono sapere sempre 
tutto. Tutte le storie sono vere, soleva dire un padre molto sapiente ai suoi bambini 
che gli rivolgevano la stessa domanda. Basta avere fede. Come il piccolo Peter Pan, 
che vola perché ha fede di volare. (5) 
 
Moreover, while Barrie’s novel blurred the boundaries between reality and 
imagination, both Italian narrators present the story as pure fiction, starting from the title 
Storia di Peter Pan, which emphasises the fairy-tale quality of the narrative.  
 While the first part of the story is re-told in a similar fashion by both Italian 
narrators, in the central scene the two versions significantly diverge. Peter Pan has come 
back home, only to find the window shut; his mother now has a new baby, and Peter goes 
back to the Gardens, heartbroken and inconsolable. The moral behind this scene regards 
the impossibility of undoing the harm that has been done, as we read in the original:  
 
What a glorious boy he had meant to be to her! Ah, Peter, we who have made the 
great mistake, how differently we should all act at the second chance. But Solomon 
                                                
 
107 James Matthew Barrie, La Storia di Peter Pan, trans. by Rosa Errera, ‘La Scala d’Oro’, I (1933), p. 3. 
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was right – there is no second chance, not for most of us. When we reach the 
window, it is Lock-out time. The iron bars are up for life. (76). 
 
Errera’s version intensifies the pathos of the original scene, by adding a series of 
rhetorical questions, in a read-aloud style: 
 
 Che tesoro di figlioleto avrebbe potuto essere per la sua mamma! Perché non s'era 
fermato in casa fin da principio? Perchè non s'era frermato l'ultima volta, quando 
aveva trovato la finestra ancora spalancata? Perchè se n'era sempre venuto via? La 
cara, la bella mammina adesso aveva un altro bambino, e lui non aveva più mamma! 
Ah povero Peter Pan! Tutti quelli che hanno fatto un grande errore non lo rifarebbero 
più se potessero ricominciare! Si arriva alla finestra e la finestra è chiusa e sbarrata e 
non s'entra più più più. (43) 
 
Addoli on the other hand offers a concise account of Peter’s rejection from the 
maternal home, which decreases its dramatic potential: ‘Si fa presto a commettere un 
errore; poi si vorrebbe tornare indietro… ma non è possible entrare da una finestra 
sbarrata!’.108 We can observe how Errera’s narrative technique positions the text in the 
nineteenth-century tradition of children’s literature, which mainly featured sentimental, 
tragic stories, aimed at provoking an emotional response from the readers. Addoli’s 
version, on the other hand, conveys the educational message in a more sober and rational 
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manner, in line with the notion of children’s literature elaborated by Fascist intellectual 
and discussed on the occasion of the Bologna conference.109  
In the second half of Barrie’s novel, a new character enters the scene and is given 
more importance than Peter himself. It is a little girl, Maimie, who gets lost in the 
Gardens and quickly develops romantic feelings for the protagonist, only to leave him 
lonely and heartbroken when she decides to go back home to her family. The two quickly 
develop a romantic attachment for one another, and their separation is very painful. The 
character of Maimie is interesting and unusual. In the original author’s description, 
‘Maimie was always a strange girl, and it was at night that she was strange’.110 
While during the day Maimie holds her older brother in high esteem and looks up 
to him as a hero, when darkness sets in she becomes wild and rebellious, and likes to 
scare him with horror stories. From this brief description, we can see how Barrie’s novel 
contained two potentially problematic elements: first, the unconventional gender 
behaviour of Maimie; secondly, the sexual implications of her relationship with Peter, 
which might have been considered unsuitable for a young audience. 
 With regards to the first aspect, both Italian versions turned the character of 
Maimie into a submissive, well-mannered little girl. In the original, she consciously 
decided to spend the night outside ‘in a swell of protests against all pulling cowards’111 
after she had seen her brother running back home, terrified by the prospect of being 
locked in the gardens. Her Italian counterpart, named Maria, remained in the gardens by 
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mistake, because of the shock of seeing her brother being scared. We read in Errera’s 
version: ‘Quanta pena ebbe per questo la piccola Maria, lei che lo credeva un eroe! Si 
nascose a piangere in un angolino fra gli alberi, e così rimase chiusa dentro lei’.112 Addoli 
expanded on the description, using several narrative statements:113 ‘La poverina non 
poteva darsi pace e si nascose a piangere tra gli alberi. A un tratto Maria sentì un rumore: 
erano i guardiani che chiudevano i cancelli. […] e Maria si vide sola e sperduta’.114 
Maimie was portrayed in Barrie’s novel as a brave, passionate girl who 
shamelessly seduced Peter and enjoyed physical closeness with him. Both Errera and 
Addoli chose an effective strategy to desexualize their relationship, by turning Maria into 
a maternal figure. We read in Errera’s version: ‘Ti voglio dare un bacino. Disse la piccola 
Maria impietosita’,115 while Addoli added an imperialist element, in referring to Peter as 
a ‘savage’ to be educated: ‘Purtroppo, nemmeno i baci conosceva il piccolo selvaggio’.116 
We can see how the two rewritings were situated within different, although interwoven 
and overlapping, narratives. While Errera’s version solicited readers’ pity for the purpose 
of evoking sympathy, according to the tradition of nineteenth-century sentimental 
literature, Addoli appealed to readers’ emotions and morals, by inscribing the relationship 
in a colonial framework.  
 The visual aspect of the stories played a key role in the characterization of Maria 
as a passive and fragile creature. In the original illustrations by Rackham, Maimie looked 
frightened and bewildered, but never paralyzed by fear. The illustrations produced by 
Gustavino for ‘La Scala d’Oro’, and identically reproduced in both volumes, portray 
                                                
 
112 Barrie, La Storia, trans. by Errera, p. 47 
113 For Maria Nikolajeva’s definition of ‘narrative statements’, see Chapter Three, p. 130.  
114 Barrie, La Storia, trans. by Addoli, p. 47 
115Barrie, La Storia, trans. by Errera, p. 58 
116 Barrie, La Storia, trans. by Addoli, p. 58. 
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Maria as constantly terrified. Her body language shows fear and trembling, with her arms 
often raised in a defensive posture.  
Gustavo Rosso, known professionally as Gustavino, was one of the most famous 
illustrators of the series, and specialised in fantastic medieval and gothic settings. Having 
started his career as a cartoonist for Il Giornale dei piccoli, he later illustrated many 
books for children and adults for publishers such as Paravia, UTET, and Bemporad. 
Unlike other illustrators of the time, who were usually uninterested in politics, Gustavino 
was involved with the Socialist Party, before Fascism banned any organised opposition in 
1926.117 Even though he was not an outspoken anti-fascist, his illustrations were devoid 
of any sign of ideological affiliation with the regime. Interestingly, Faeti describes his 
style as a ‘coerente rifiuto dell’attualità, basato sull’adesione ad un universo in cui ci si 
può rifugiare’.118 This is a distinctive feature of Gustavino’s art which appears to be in 
line with the fundamental principles of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, where tradition was used as a 
means to avoid (almost) any reference to the Fascist present. 
In illustrating Peter Pan, Gustavino, similarly to the original illustrator Arthur 
Rackham, placed the story in a fairy-tale-like dimension, although the dark quality of the 
original pictures is omitted by the Italian illustrator.119 The latter’s work can be seen as 
inscribed in a general strategy of infantilization, which was aimed at making Barrie’s tale 
                                                
 
117 This was the result of the so-called ‘Leggi fascistissime’, a series of legislative measured issued by 
Fascism between 1925 and 1926, forming the basis of the Fascist authoritarian regime. 
118 Antonio Faeti, Guardare le figure, p. 367. 
119 This is especially evident in the depiction of the fairies populating the Gardens: while in Rackham’s 
illustrations they are hideous in their appearance, and assimilated to the natural elements, Gustavino turns 
them into beautiful and charming ladies, with artistocratic clothing.  
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suitable for Italian six-year-old children.120 However, we cannot overlook the political 
implications of the strategies adopted by Italian re-narrators. In particular, Addoli’s text 
came out in 1938, which, as we have seen, was a crucial year for the Fascist 
dictatorship;121 additionally, Addoli’s work was replacing a text by a Jewish writer. We 
can assume that the second rewriter operated within a highly politicised context, which 
was indeed reflected in her version of the text. Although there are no direct references to 
Mussolini’s rule in the book, Addoli’s La storia di Peter Pan is stylistically and 
thematically influenced by the regime’s requirements concerning children’s literature. 
This is especially evident in the way in which the rewriting by Addoli attempted to 
dissociate itself from nineteenth-century literary modes.  Contrary to Errera, whose 
version retains closer ties with the tradition of the previous century, Addoli discards all 
sentimentalism and offers a more traditional representation of gender, while also 
amplifying the existing unequal power relationship between adult narrator and child 
narratee. However, elements of continuity between the two versions can also be observed. 
In particular, both Errera and Addoli adopt a similar narrative voice, by employing an 
omniscient narrator who tells the story from a superior point of view. As a result of the 
narrative strategy and the textual manipulation, Barrie’s novel was turned into a 
                                                
 
120 Interestingly, similar changes were made in the 1915 abridged version for English schools. According to 
Jacqueline Rose, ‘The school version is told almost entirely by an anonymous third person narrator who 
never appears explicitly in the text to trouble its linguistic norms or its utterly sustained cohesion of 
address’. In Language, Gender and Childhood, ed. by Carolyn Steedman, Cathy Urwin, Valerie 
Walkerdine (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985), pp. 88-113 (p. 102) and ‘For Peter Pan to become a 
reader, the overconscious signs of its status as literature must be erased.’ (original emphasis). Ibid., p. 92.  
121 This was the year in which the ‘Bonifica libraria’ was implemented, followed by the Bologna 
Conference on Children’s and Youth Literature, and the promulgation of anti-Semitic laws. 
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cautionary tale, which simplified and distorted the moral complexity of the original 
novel.122 
 
7.2 Robinson Crusoe in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ 
Flint points out how Robinson Crusoe shows a: ‘common novelistic opposition between 
individual desire and social restraint’.123 A similar tension between individual and society 
could be found in the story of Peter Pan, where the deliberate refusal to conform 
condemns the protagonist to live a life on the margins, deprived of a social role. Such a 
narrative stood in sharp contrast to the educational message contained in the Fascist 
Pinocchios analysed in Chapter Two, highlighting the necessity for the individuals to 
subordinate themselves to the State. This was an essential aspect of Fascism, as a 
paternalistic and authoritarian system which required discipline and obedience toward the 
leader. For this reason, both Peter Pan and Robinson Crusoe carried potentially 
subversive implications in the eyes of the regime.  
We have seen how, even though inscribed within different narratives, the Italian 
versions of Peter Pan which appeared in ‘La Scala d’Oro’ were written with the intention 
of warning child readers about the dangers of disobedience and transgression.  In the 
rewriting of Robinson Crusoe, the story follows a similar pattern, transforming an 
adventure story originally written for adults into a cautionary tale for children. The only 
                                                
 
122 An example of this can be found in the way in which the Italian narrators consistently portray Peter as 
lonely and miserable, while the narrator in Barrie’s text insists on the fact that the protagonist is not to be 
pitied. We read in the original: ‘You must not think that he was cold or unhappy. He was usually very 
happy and gay’ (31). And even after he has been rejected by his mother, the narrator says: ‘Do you pity 
Peter Pan for making these mistakes? If so, I think it rather silly of you… Oh, he was merry. He was as 
much merrier than you, for instance, as you are merrier than your father’ (53) thus establishing an 
association between childhood and happiness.  
123Christopher Flint, Family Fictions: Narrative and Domestic Relations in Britain, 1688-1798 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1998), p. 118. 
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significant difference is to be found in the happy ending, which makes the Italian version 
of Robinson Crusoe a bildungsroman about the (rather late) maturing of an adolescent.  
La Vita Avventurosa di Robinson Crosué came out in 1935, in the fourth series, 
for children aged nine, ‘narrata da’ Francesco Perri. The latter can be regarded as the 
most renowned anti-Fascist among the rewriters of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ and, surprisingly, he 
signs his contribution to the series with his real name. A writer and journalist, Perri was 
the author of an article openly denouncing the violence of Mussolini’s squadristi: ‘Noi 
Accusiamo’, which appeared in La Voce Repubblicana on 18 Novembre 1921. In 1922, 
he published the anti-Fascist pamphlet Il Fascismo under the pseudonym of Pan.124 His 
first novel I conquistatori, published during the turmoil following Matteotti’s 
assassination (1924), was censored and withdrawn from the market. However, his second 
novel, Emigranti, won the ‘Premio Mondadori’ in 1928. In 1932, he was imprisoned for 
fifty days, for having established contacts with anti-Fascist expatriates. Once released, he 
kept a low public profile, working for La Domenica del Corriere and Il Corriere dei 
Piccoli under the pseudonyms of Ariel and Nepos. His participation in ‘La Scala d’Oro’, 
for which he authored six books, can be explained with reference to the nature of the 
book series and its specific constraints. We can assume that rewritings of children’s 
literature were regarded as ‘innocuous’ by the censors. Moreover, individual authors 
contributing to the UTET series operated within clear stylistic and pedagogical 
conventions imposed by the editors. In this context, ‘La Scala d’Oro’ functioned not only 
as an ‘internal exile’, as mentioned above, but also as a ‘hiding place’ where individuals 
disappeared behind the collective nature of the project.  
                                                
 
124 Luisa Passerini, Mussolini Immaginario, p. 40. 
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In examining Perri’s La Vita Avventurosa di Robinson Crosué, I will focus on a 
number of significant aspects: the narrative framework; the central theme of ‘education’ 
together with its colonial implications; and finally the figure of the mother, as a 
significant addition introduced by the Italian re-writer. Contemporary critics Boero and 
De Luca comment on Perri’s text saying that it is a ‘forzatura proporre una riduzione del 
Robinson Crusoe di De Foe […] a bambini di nove anni’.125 The obvious difficulties of 
re-writing Defoe’s novel in such a way that it was suitable for children, as well as 
coherent with the educational programme of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, are evident if we look at 
the substantial manipulation undergone by the original text.  
To begin with, in Perri’s version the story was not presented as a journal. The first 
part of the story was told in the first person by the protagonist; the second, from the 
shipwreck onwards, was told by an omniscient narrator. While in the journal genre 
readers only have access to the point of view of the character/narrator, who can be more 
or less reliable, in the third-person omniscient position the narrator is outside the story 
and enters the mind of the characters. Turning back to O’Sullivan’s investigation of the 
‘voice of the narrator of the translation’,126 we can note how the overt narrator127 of the 
translation forcibly prescribed the reader’s subject position, mainly through the presence 
of narrative statements, such as: ‘Oh come era terribile la sua situazione e come si pentiva 
di non aver ascoltato i consigli dei suoi genitori!’.128 
In this regard, we can note how Perri’s Robinson Crosué placed special emphasis 
on the theme of education. The strategy was not new, if we consider that earlier 
adaptations for children had already turned Defoe’s novel into a cautionary tale, warning 
                                                
 
125 Boero, De Luca, La letteratura, p. 206 
126 O’Sullivan, ‘Narratology Meets Translation Studies’, p. 18. 
127 Chatmam, Story and Discourse, p. 129. 
128 Daniel Defoe, La vita avventurosa di Robinson Crosué, trans. by Francesco Perri, ‘La Scala d’Oro’, iv 
(1935), p. 56. 
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children about the dangers of disobeying.129 The theme of education was already present 
in Defoe’s novel as a complex and multi-dimensional notion. During his stay on the 
desert island, Robinson acquired remarkable practical skills and cultivates his spiritual 
life. Besides being ‘educated’ by his experience, Robinson also acted as an educator: first 
he domesticated the environment, and secondly, he subordinated the native Friday, who 
became his servant.  
The Italian version placed particular emphasis on Robinson’s activities as an 
‘educator’ who was bringing civilization to the island. Illustrations played a crucial role 
in portraying the protagonist at the centre of the scene, where he was busy taming nature 
to suit his purposes, while animate and inanimate objects were invariably depicted in a 
receiving, subordinate position. The illustrator, Carlo Nicco, was described by Faeti as 
having a strong authorial presence: ‘non si piega alle esigenze del testo, è sempre co-
autore dei libri che propone, rivede le storie, rivisita i luoghi’.130 The didactic quality of 
Nicco’s drawings is especially evident if we look at his illustrations for the successful 
series by Paravia ‘Miti, Storie e Leggende’ (1926). In the rewriting under review, the 
same explanatory function is performed by the images which portay the relationship 
between Friday and Robinson. The book cover shows Friday prostrated at Robinson’s 
feet, caught in the act of begging for mercy. Other illustrations inside the book show 
Friday being baptized with sea water, listening to Robinson while he reads the Bible, and 
being taught how to use a gun. All these images have the same visual pattern, with Friday 
occupying a peripheral position on the page and being portrayed on a lower level, either 
                                                
 
129 For instance, in an early abridgement of the original story, Robinson addresses the readers saying: ‘My 
dear children, obey your parents and your teachers; learn diligently […] fear God and be careful […] to 
avoid idleness. It is the mother of every vice.’ Joachim H. Campe, The New Robinson Crusoe. An 
Instructive and Entertaining Story, for the Use of Children of Both Sexes, trans. by Thomas Bensley 
(London: John Stockdale, 1789), p. 363. 
130 Faeti, Guardare le figure, p. 288. 
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bending or kneeling. From his superior position, Robinson looks calm and collected. His 
long hair and beard give him an appearance of wisdom and benevolence, similar to Jesus 
in some of his most popular visual representations, while his body language reminds us of 
the manners of a benevolent schoolteacher.  
Already in the original novel by Defoe, the relationship between Robinson and the 
Friday was constructed according to deep-rooted stereotypes informing the encounter 
between Western colonizers and indigenous people. In their study of the construction of 
‘Self’ and ‘Other’ in the context of religious missions, Werner Ustorf and Roland Löffler 
describe Robinson’s civilizing endeavour as the ‘enlightened dream of creating the new 
human being through education’.131 
If we consider that Perri’s rewriting came out in 1935, the same year in which 
Mussolini declared war on Ethiopia, we can understand how the story could have been 
easily assimilated to colonial narratives. However, this is not the result of textual 
manipulation, but rather, of the widespread and pervasive nature of Fascist propaganda 
surrounding the Ethiopian campaign, which inevitably framed and affected any 
representation of ‘exotic’ and ‘savage’ lands circulating at the time. In Perri’s text we can 
see how Robinson displays towards Friday a missionary attitude, where his ultimate goal 
is to offer him a moral and religious education. While, in the original, the protagonist’s 
first concern was to find a servant for himself, in Perri’s version Robinson was moved by 
a sense of Christian responsibility: ‘E poi quel disgraziato fuggitivo non era una creatura 
di Dio? Bisognava aiutarlo a tutti i costi’.132 Special emphasis was also placed on the fact 
that Robinson feels proud of his civilizing role in the eyes of God. Nonetheless, the way 
                                                
 
131 Werner Ustorf and Roland Löffler, Robinson Crusoe Goes Again. Missiology and European 
Constructions of Self and Other in a Global World 1789-2010 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 
Unipress, 2010), p. 94. 
132 Defoe, La vita avventurosa, trans. by Perri, p. 82. 
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he related to Friday was deeply rooted in a colonial tradition of submission and 
exploitation of the natives, as we can see from their first encounter, where the protagonist 
thought to himself:  
 
Non era possibile alcun dubbio su Venerdì. Era un selvaggio anche lui, era anche lui 
un feroce mangiatore di carne umana. Perciò, se Robinson voleva tenerlo con sé con 
qualche profitto e nessun pericolo, doveva cercare di mitigare quella sua natura 
primitiva, barbara, violenta; doveva educarlo e ingentilire il suo animo, soprattutto 
con la religione. (86)  
 
On the whole, Perri’s version did not amplify the racist and colonial discourses 
already present in the source text, nor did it feature any of the specific themes informing 
Fascist propaganda in support of the aggression of Ethiopia. However, in presenting the 
native Friday as rescued from savagery, and as someone who voluntarily subjected 
himself to Robinson’s spiritual guidance, he depicted the absence of coercion as a subtle 
way of instilling racial superiority.  
 Finally, a remarkable feature of Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe can be identified in the 
complete lack of female characters. While the absence of the father in Peter Pan was 
reproduced in the Italian versions of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, leaving out the mother figure in a 
story for children must have been considered more problematic.  Already in the 1906 
Italian adaptation by Fornari, circulating in several reprints, Robinson returned home and 
was reunited with his old mother,133 before going off to the next adventure.134 
                                                
 
133 This version was characterised by a more informal narrative style, with elements of Tuscan dialect: ‘In 
casa Crosué era tornata la vita e l’allegria. Mamma Bettina, l’ottima vecchiarella, era ringiovanita, dicevan 
tutti, d’un vent’anni. Co’ suoi settanta sonati, la prillava per casa come un frullino’. Daniel Defoe, Robinson 
Crosué: racconto educativo, trans. by Pietro Fornari (Milan: Hoepli, 1906), p. 140. 
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In Perri’s version, however, Robinson’s mother was mentioned several times, 
starting from the first pages, where the protagonist claimed: ‘partii da casa mia, circa otto 
anni fa, senza la benedizone di mia madre, e forse per questo mi sono capitati tanti 
malanni’.135 When suffering with high fever on the desert island, the narrator complained 
on behalf of the protagonist: ‘Oh se avesse avuto sua madre vicina, la buona mamma che 
egli aveva abbandonata senza neppure salutarla! Adesso, lamentandosi, la chiamava, ma 
nessuno rispondeva al suo richiamo’.136 Later we read: ‘Oh come era terribile la sua 
situazione e come si pentiva di non aver ascoltato i consigli dei suoi genitori!’.137 The 
emotional climax, however, comes at the end of the story, and is supported by a narrative 
effect of suspense. Robinson fears his mother might have passed away, ‘e all'idea che 
forse non avrebbe più riveduto la sua mamma gli si gonfiavano gli occhi di lagrime’.138 
However, when he reaches his house, he finds her there. The scene is described as 
follows: 
 
Robinson la fissò senza dire una parola, per vedere se lo riconosceva dopo tanti anni. 
Ma quale è la madre che non riconosce il proprio figlio? La vecchietta lo 
accarezzava come un bambino e andava ripetendo con una vocina esile: “Le mie 
preghiere ti hanno ricondotto a me; il buon Dio mi ha esaudita.” Così, dopo una 
peregrinazione di tanti anni per le vie del mondo, Robinson Crosué ritornò alla casa 
paterna e visse con la vecchia madre, il fedele Venerdì e Poll per tutto il resto della 
vita. (115) 
 
                                                                                                                                                     
 
134 The book ends with the words: ‘Ma pel momento nulla al mondo avrebbe staccato Robinson da York e 
dalla madre. In avvenire… chissà!’ Ibid., p. 141. 
135 Defoe, La vita avventurosa, trans. by Perri, p. 1 
136 Defoe, La vita avventurosa, trans. by Perri, p. 37. 
137 Ibid., p. 56. 
138 Ibid., p. 114. 
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We can see how the open ending of the original novel was replaced by a neat closure 
delivering a traditional happy ending. However, Robinson's reunion with his mother was 
also loaded with political implications, if seen in relation to the Fascist narratives of 
motherhood circulating at the time. A similar pattern was observed in the translation of 
Alice in Wonderland carried out by Mario Benzi and published in 1935, the same year as 
Perri’s rewriting of Robinson Crosue. Motherhood had a strong symbolic significance 
during the regime; not only did mothers guarantee the continuity of the race, but they also 
represented a powerful symbol of ‘total abnegation to collective goals’.139 Throughout 
Perri’s rewriting, the narrator makes general statements about the unique bond between 
mother and child, culminating in the final reunion between mother and son, which can be 
read within Fascist narratives of motherhood. 
At the same time, by going back home to his mother and spending the rest of his life 
with her and their unusual family, Robinson abandones his quest for autonomy and fails 
to become an adult and a father himself. It is worth mentioning, in this regard, that in 
1927 Fascism had launched a demographic campaign aimed at reversing the falling birth-
rate. The same year, a ‘tassa sul celibato’ was introduced for bachelors between the age 
of twenty-five and sixty-five. In this context, notions of motherhood, fatherhood, and the 
family were strictly regulated by the regime according to ideological and political criteria. 
If, on the one hand, during his stay on the island, Robinson had acted as a father figure, 
dispensing discipline and protection to his  (human, animal and natural) subordinates, on 
the other his paternal role was merely symbolic and did not contribute to the growth of 
the nation. Perri’s rewriting shows a mixture of compliance with and resistance to the 
narratives of the regime. This is especially evident from the way in which the relationship 
                                                
 
139 Mariolina Graziosi, ‘Gender Struggle and the Social Manipulation and Ideological Use of Gender 
Identity in Interwar Years’ in Mothers of Invention: Women, Italian Fascism and Culture, ed. by Robin 
Pickering-Iazzi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), pp. 26-51 (p. 48). 
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between Robinson and Friday is constructed. The imperialist overtones underlying the 
original novel are not emphasised by the rewriter, but rather toned down and re-framed in 
the form of a missionary narrative, in which both Robinson and Friday find redemption. 
At the same time, Robinson’s role as a civilizer shows significant points of contact with 
Fascist narratives in support of colonialism. Similarly, the maternal figure, which 
acquires a central role in Perri’s rewriting, stands as a symbol and a personification of the 
motherland. In the end, the protagonist returns to her as a better man, bringing with him 
Friday and Poll, the material evidence of his civilizing role on the island. 
In conclusion, despite existing criticism regarding ‘La Scala d’Oro’ as a space of 
artistic freedom, our analysis demonstrates that the series was not, in fact, as objective 
and ideologically neutral as it claimed to be. Editors Ferrante and Palazzi constructed an 
image of the series as a coherent, almost scientific project, which gained respect and 
recognition from official culture. In reality, ‘La Scala d’Oro’ resulted from the combined 
efforts of a variety of artists, writers and intellectuals, whose professional backgrounds 
and attitudes towards Fascism were by no means uniform.   
Moreover, close examination has also shown how Fascist narratives (i.e. colonial 
discourses) and policies (i.e. the anti-Semitic legislation) marginally affected the form 
and content of the series.  The small sample of rewritings analysed above reveals that the 
ideology of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ was not a fixed and stable entity, but rather consisted of 
multiple and diverse narratives and educational discourses. Rewriting, as an activity, is 
inherently ideological insofar as it (re)produces or transforms images of the past to suit 
contemporary needs. A powerful example of this was observed in the comparison of 
Errera’s rewriting of Peter Pan, which is starkly different to the version by Piccoli 
Addoli. Thematic and structural features of nineteenth-century Italian children’s 
literature, which we could observe in Errera’s rewriting, diverged from the ‘modernized’ 
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version by Piccoli Addoli, which seems to conform to Fascist stylistic criteria. Also 
revealing of these competitng fascist and pre-fascist characteristics, but in a different 
way, is the Robinson Crusoe by Perri. This bildungsroman functioned as a cautionary tale 
on the dangers of leaving your motherland without the approval of your mother. At the 
same time, it also demonstrated how pre-Fascist and Fascist narratives of Western 
domination co-existed in the one text.  
Yet it must be appreciated that the rewriting of apparently innocent and morally 
edifying traditional tales carried out by the authors of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ did provide a 
space and a literary framework for escaping the pervasiveness of Fascist narratives. In 
this sense, the stories performed an opposite function to the adaptations of Pinocchio 
examined in Chapter Two, which were produced with the aim of making Collodi’s novel 
relevant to Fascism. Errante and Palazzi’s series was a site of resistance, where 
alternative and sometimes conflicting ideologies to those expressed by the official culture 
could be articulated, under an appearance of uniformity and harmlessness. For this 
reason, in describing the UTET project as ‘Italianissimo’, Tibaldi Chiesa is revealing, 
perhaps unconsciously and unwillingly, the true nature of ‘La Scala d’Oro’, which, with 
its heterogeneous composition, mirrored the complex and changing identities of Italian 
Fascism. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Translation, Fascism and Children’s Literature 
 
The examination of translations and rewritings of children’s literature reveals a history of 
tensions and contradictions, where, beyond the appearance of conformity to the regime’s 
demands, lay a complex and heterogeneous landscape. The explicit and declared purpose 
of making children’s literature an instrument of indoctrination clashed with the reality of 
an extremely diverse body of texts, on which Fascism had only sporadic control. Despite 
the pervasive influence of the regime on literary production for children, the analysis of 
specific case studies has shown the intricate web of agencies, acting within and beyond 
the texts, which made children’s literature a site of negotiation and compromise.  
In this thesis, the dynamic and multi-layered field of children’s literature has been 
used to observe and explore the complexities of Fascist ideology and cultural production. 
Talking about the invisible complexity of children’s literature, Perry Nodelman claims 
that ‘the simplicity of texts of children’s literature is only half the truth about them. They 
also possess a shadow, an unconscious – a complex and more complete understanding of 
the world and people that remains unspoken beyond the simple surface’.1 The Fascist 
context has provided a valuable setting for examining the different agencies involved in 
the (re)production of texts, and for showing the conflicting narratives underlying them, 
beyond the regime’s official façade of ideological unity and cohesion. 
                                                
 
1 Nodelman, The Hidden Adult, p. 206. 
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This analysis focused on the particular type and extent of the regime’s influence 
on children’s literature, a genre considered to be especially prone to being manipulated in 
translation. Due to its totalitarian ambition, Fascism attempted to control and manipulate 
both external and internal cultural products, to suit a political project of national 
regeneration. Theories on the translation of books for children generally focus on how 
children’s literature reflects dominant ideologies; the manipulation undergone in 
translation is therefore often examined in relation to the educational concerns of the target 
culture. Such an approach is certainly useful and has elucidated important aspects of the 
translation of children’s literature. My research, however, has focused on how, as an 
indirect consequence of their marginal position within the cultural and literary system, 
books for children also allowed translators/rewriters more room for manoeuvre to express 
alternative views to those of the official culture.  
The Fascist regime showed full awareness of the potential of books for children to 
contribute to the propaganda effort and to play a key role in the (re)creation of narratives. 
The analysis of the case studies has shown how the power of children’s literature to 
broadcast both private and collective images of the Self was a direct consequence of its 
complex audience: thanks to its dual address (i.e. children and adults), literature for 
children could be used as a privileged channel for the indoctrination of what Gibelli 
defines a 'popolo bambino', infantilized by the regime’s authoritarian practices. At the 
same time, this project confirms how children were regarded as prospective adults and 
Fascist citizens. With Fascism being portrayed as a great adventure, appealing to children 
and adults alike, children came to represent the instrument as well as the target of Fascist 
propaganda, both part and prototype of a nation to be educated and seduced.2  
                                                
 
2 Gibelli, Il popolo bambino, p. 3. 
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A crucial objective of this thesis has been to assess the impact of official culture 
on translations and rewritings of children’s literature. Peter Hunt has observed that: 
‘ideology is not something that is transferred to children as if they were empty 
receptacles. It is something that they already possess, having drawn it from a mass of 
experiences far more powerful than literature’.3 My analysis shows how, if the regime 
could not gain complete control over children’s experience of literature, this was because 
of the presence of alternative narratives, originating both within and outside the Italian 
system. The tensions and conflicts which informed the translation and rewriting of books 
for children have been analysed as reflecting the profound contradictions and the 
multifaceted nature of Fascist ideology. As clearly shown by the case studies, translations 
and rewritings of books for children did not simply broadcast the official narratives of the 
regime. In the space between censorship and propaganda, a variety of phenomena 
revealed the conscious and unconscious manifestations of Fascist ideology, and the ways 
in which it was variously reinforced, challenged or subverted.  
Although presenting itself as an ‘inizio senza antecedenti’,4 Fascism claimed 
continuity with ancient Rome and was supported by a narrative of realization, depicting 
Mussolini’s dictatorship as a logical and desirable outcome of the nation’s history. The 
peculiar amalgam of revolutionary and conservative elements was reflected in the 
regime’s view on childhood, and in the values and aims of Fascist education. On the one 
hand, the formation of ‘new Italians’ was a primary purpose, which, as we have seen, was 
evident in the regime’s objective to create a completely new literature for children. In this 
regard, translation of foreign literature could serve as a modernizing force, while also 
posing a threat to the autarchic claims of the regime. On the other, childhood was 
                                                
 
3 Peter Hunt, Literature for Children: Contemporary Criticism (London: Routledge, 1992), p. 35 
4 Zunino, L’ideologia, p. 66. 
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regarded as a powerful symbol of the nation’s continuity,5 featuring in racist and 
nationalist discourses. The centrality of tradition in books for children made them a 
vehicle of continuity, which challenged the regime’s hegemonic ambitions. As a result, 
even the Italian tradition came to be perceived as an ‘internal Other’ which needed to be 
translated according to the new ideological principles of Fascism. 
A particularly striking example of a national cultural symbol which came to be 
perceived as Other is offered by the rewritings of Collodi’s Pinocchio. The puppet’s 
journey from toy to boy could be seen as sharing similarities with the Fascist narrative of 
realization, which presented the Fascist dictatorship as ‘la storia di una ricongiunzione, la 
conquista di uno statuto pieno dell'esistenza che solo il fascismo permette di realizzare’.6 
However, in the rewritings examined in Chapter Two, the journey is not accomplished, 
because Pinocchio does not become a real boy. Rather, some of the characteristics 
associated with his personality as a puppet (such as his audacity and unruliness) are 
transformed into Fascist qualities to be praised and institutionalised. In this sense, 
rewritings of Pinocchio produced during the ventennio have shown breaks and 
continuities both in the public narratives developed by Fascism and in the pre-existing 
meta-narratives informing Italian society. While the re-appropriation of Collodi’s novel 
revealed the necessity of the past, national tradition needed to be manipulated and 
rewritten in order to become relevant to the Fascist present. While serving propaganda 
purposes, the selective appropriation of the character of Pinocchio also exposed the 
unsolved tension between the revolutionary origins of Fascism and its reactionary 
politics. At the same time, among the Pinocchios set in Africa, the coexistence of 
different narratives is apparent: while the two short stories examined were clearly a 
                                                
 
5 On childhood as a symbol of continuity through renewal, see Craig, Children’s Classics.  
6 Scotto di Luzio, ‘Letteratura per l’infanzia’, p. 193. 
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product of racist and colonial propaganda, the rewriting by Franchi showed continuity 
with pre-Fascist narratives, beyond the regime’s façade of ideological unity. 
Georg Simmel describes the position of a ‘stranger’ within a given society as a 
‘synthesis of nearness and remoteness’.7 This relates to the Italian context, where the 
character of Pinocchio was still extremely popular with readers, yet it needed to be 
reinterpreted in order to suit contemporary pedagogical concerns. The parallel circulation 
of Collodi’s novel and the rewritings we considered – which neither substituted nor 
obscured the original – is especially significant in relation to the definition of Mussolini’s 
dictatorship as a ‘totalitarismo imperfetto’.8 In this perspective, we can see how 
Fascism’s appropriation of Pinocchio was revealing of the regime’s totalitarian 
ambitions, but also of its failure to create powerful cultural symbols.9  
The question of how Fascism dealt with the ‘external Other’ at different moments 
in the regime’s history has been examined in Chapter Three through the interlingual 
translations of Alice in Wonderland. In focusing on the agents of translation (i.e. the 
publishers, the illustrators and the authors of the two versions), the textual strategies 
employed were investigated in relation to the translators’ professional backgrounds and 
degrees of public visibility. The translation by Benzi, who was a professional translator, 
and, as such, more dependent on the regime’s approval, was shown to be especially 
affected by the dominant narratives of Fascism.  
                                                
 
7 Simmel, ‘The Stranger’, p. 405. 
8 Some critics have emphasised the totalitarian character of Fascism, in particular Emilio Gentile, La via 
italiana al totalitarismo: il Partito e lo Stato nel Regime Fascista (Rome: Carrocci, 1995). Others have 
drawn attention to the substantial differences between Italian Fascism and other examples of 
totalitarianisms, defining Mussolini’s regime as an ‘imperfect totalitarianism’. See Renzo De Felice, Le 
interpretazioni del Fascismo (Bari: Laterza, 1977).  
9 Scotto di Luzio talking about the popularity of Cuore and Pinocchio during the ‘ventennio’ says that ‘La 
civiltà del littorio non era riuscita a sostituirli’. In L’appropriazione imperfetta, p. 150 
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As a result of this analytical approach, the political implications of the strategies 
for translating Carroll’s nonsense were highlighted in both versions. The translators’ 
explanatory attitude, and their rejection of linguistic creativity, were certainly the result 
of the norms of writing for children, but they also acquired a political dimension during 
Fascism. At a time when Carrol’s novel had been subject to official disapproval, and the 
regime was conducting a campaign against translation, the Italian translators tried to 
make Alice conform to the linguistic and educational policies of the time. The 
manipulation carried out by Italian translators significantly affected the image of 
childhood constructed within the text, as well as that of the child as implied reader. This 
was particularly clear from the way in which the infantilization of the protagonist, or the 
superimposition of an omniscient narrator, enabled the two Italian versions to restore a 
more conventional narratorial stance than that originally found in Carroll’s novel.  
One vital feature of children’s literature illustrated by this study is its dual nature 
as both conservative (since works most frequently reflect traditional views) and topical 
(in that it addresses the pedagogical needs of the time). Because of the tension between 
conservative and progressive elements, books for children represented a site where 
internal and external differences were constantly re-negotiated. The analysis revealed 
that, while trying to repress and control the subversive implications of the original, the 
two translations of Alice published in the 1930s also introduced an innovative potential 
into Italian literature.  
There are reasons to believe that these translations which came out at that time 
also affected the later reception of Carroll’s Alice. Interestingly, in his Limiti e ragioni 
della letteratura infantile, published in 1942 and reprinted several times until 1994, Luigi 
Santucci talks about Alice as a:  
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libro che gode di una fama immeritata, dove si esprime una fantasia ‘gratuita’ che si 
basa sull'assurdo, sulla bizzarria, sull'assenza di una normale logica, anche nello 
svolgersi degli avvenimenti. Ciò finisce per irritare il fanciullo latino e può produrre 
inoltre un anomalo sviluppo dell'immaginazione infantile.10 
 
If it is true that, before the regime, Carroll’s novel had already been received and 
translated as an absurd fantasy (as we saw from the character of Alice in La leggenda 
d’oro di Mollichina, 1915), during Fascism the intrinsic foreignness of Alice acquired 
racial overtones. In criticizing Alice for being unsuitable for Italian children, for instance, 
Fascist educator Nazareno Padellaro had also mentioned their intrinsic difference and 
superiority from English children.   
In post-war Italy Alice enjoyed great success, as we can see from the 
unprecedentedly large number of translations the book inspired. These were certainly 
made possible by (but also contributed to) the post-war development of Italian children’s 
literature.11 While showing elements of continuity with the earlier reception of Alice 
(especially evident from the difficulties of translating nonsense), the versions produced in 
the 1930s can be seen as a ‘parenthesis’ in the history of the Italian translations of Alice. 
Fascism’s attempts to ‘contain’ Alice were therefore mostly unsuccessful, since after the 
fall of the regime the literary value of Carroll’s novel eventually prevailed over 
ideological or aesthetic concerns expressed by critics and educators.  
Another important example of how translations and rewritings could expose the 
inner tensions and contradictions of Fascist identity was found in the translation of 
American comics, examined in Chapter Four. In particular, we focused on how Fascist 
                                                
 
10Luigi Santucci, Limiti e ragioni della letteratura infantile (Florence: Barbera, 1942), p. 155. 
11 I am referring in particular to the work of Gianni Rodari (1920-1980) who, from the 1950s, has elevated 
the literary status of wordplay and nursery rhymes in children’s literature. 
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narratives of race were superimposed on, and interacted with, narratives of Africa already 
present in the original comics. Yet, American comics were also shown to provide an 
alternative to the regime’s cultural production that was particularly successful with 
readers, thus significantly affecting the domestic production. André Lefevere claimed that 
translated literature tends to possess a certain immunity, an ‘ambiguous status’ as he 
defines it, that ‘allows rewritings to embark on a course of subversion by infiltration’.12 
The subversive potential of American comics was not, however, only the result of their 
foreignness. The ‘immunity’ of American comics, which remained at the margins of the 
literary system, made Italian comics (both translated and native) a site where alternative 
views to those of official culture could be expressed. Italian comics produced on the 
American model represented a hybrid product which, being ‘situated on the borderline 
between the “native” […] and the “foreign”’13, blurred the boundaries between original 
and translation. This was mostly evident in the Italian comic strips which, despite having 
been produced to suit the purposes of Fascist propaganda, maintained stylistic or thematic 
continuity with American comics.  
The comparison between two very different comic magazines published during the 
ventennio has exposed the interplay between different cultural and ideological forces, and 
the negotiation of the Self occurring within the process of translation. As Lawrence 
Venuti claims, in a nationalistic context: ‘the differences of the foreign text are exploited 
to construct a national identity that is assumed to pre-exist the translation process’.14 This 
was clear from the ways in which Fascist intellectuals and pedagogues tried to portray an 
                                                
 
12 André Lefevere, ‘The Dynamics of the System’ in Theo d'Haen, Rainer G. Grübel, Helmut Lethen, eds., 
Convention and Innovation in Literature (Amsterdam: Benjamins, 1989), pp. 37-56, (p. 50). 
13 Ibid. 
14 Lawrence Venuti, ‘Local Contingencies: Translation and National Identities’, in Nation, Language and 
the Ethics of Translation, ed. by Sarah Berman and Michael Wood (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2005), pp. 177-202 (p. 178). 
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image of American comics as inherently other and therefore morally harmful to Italian 
children. Among the many articles denouncing the overwhelming presence of comics 
from overseas, often described as a poisonous infiltration, the following excerpt is 
especially revealing of how comics were perceived as a threat to a monolithic notion of 
Italian and Fascist identity: 
 
Tutto ciò non è affatto in rapporto, neanche lontano, con la vita nostra nell'ora che 
volge. La scuola fascista e le organizzazioni del regime hanno bisogno a sussidio di 
miglior linfa per i giovani. Queste orribili misture, queste amalgame barbariche del 
pensiero non possono e non devono attecchire fra noi perché nulla possono avere in 
comune con la civiltà Romano-Fascista.15 (my emphasis) 
 
In the phrase ‘non possono e non devono’ lays the fundamental paradox of Fascist 
identity: constructed through the repression of dissident narratives, and the active 
dissemination of official ideology, such an identity was presented as natural and self-
evident. In reality, the success enjoyed by American comics and their influence on the 
Italian production revealed a complex system, where different ideological positions 
coexisted and overlapped. If Fascist children were prepared to appreciate American 
superheroes it was also because they were already familiar with the communication 
modes of Fascist propaganda, which presented similarities with American comics. At the 
same time, our analysis has shown how dominant narratives of Fascism (such as the myth 
of youth or the colonial ideology) interacted with and were filtered through the narratives 
already present in the original comics. The complex dynamics underlying the recreation 
of American comics showed how, despite the regime’s attempts to control and ‘police’ 
                                                
 
15 Gianni Cugini, ‘I giovani leggono’, L'educatore fascista, 8 (15 February 1938), p. 2. 
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books for children, translation functioned as ‘a means […] of discovering new ways of 
writing’.16 
The analysis of the book series ‘La Scala d’Oro’ by Vincenzo Errante and Fernando 
Palazzi, examined in Chapter Five, has shown how the rewriting of tradition could also 
provide a space for challenging the regime’s control. One of the central questions 
addressed by our investigation concerned the cultural status of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ as a 
series that had gained the respect of critics, despite the fact that it contained almost 
exclusively foreign or traditional stories, having no connection to the Fascist times. In 
talking to the Senate about the censorship of books, the Minister of Popular Culture Dino 
Alfieri stated how there was a need for: 
 
accordi sindacali soprattutto attraverso esponenti della editoria, per fare in modo che 
siano tolti dalla circolazione quei libri, purtroppo ancora piuttosto numerosi, che non 
solo non corrispondono più al tempo nostro, ma che costituiscono la diffusione e la 
sopravvivenza di quella mentalità che noi consideriamo dannosa, non solo ai 
contemporanei della nostra età, ma soprattutto ai giovani, a quei giovani che 
vogliamo nascano, crescano e si educhino in un ben diverso clima spirituale17 
 
The speech was dated May 1938. However, in March of the previous year the Ministry 
had issued a circular informing publishers about the rules regulating the preventive 
censorship of translations, where one reads at point five:  
 
                                                
 
16 The Translator as a Writer, ed. by Peter Bush and Susan Bassnett (London: Continuum 2006),  
p. 175. 
17 Fabre, L’elenco, pp. 84-85 
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Sono esclusi dalla preventiva approvazione i trattati puramente scientifici (medicina, 
ingegneria, matematica, astronomia, botanica, zoologia) e i classici universalmente 
riconosciuti.18  
 
We can see how world classics, despite being informed by values and beliefs that were 
alien to Fascism, were declared exempt from censorship. It is precisely in this space, 
created by the discrepancy between the universalist and autarchic claims of the regime, 
and the intermingling of tradition and modernity, that ‘La Scala d’Oro’ could exist and 
gain cultural capital. Through the rewriting of traditional stories, Errante and Palazzi 
created a product that was only marginally influenced by the regime and, despite not 
being explicitly dissident, represented an alternative to Fascist culture. 
However, my analysis has also interrogated the supposed ‘neutrality’ of the series, 
often defined by critics as a ‘zona franca’ and as untouched by the Fascist dictatorship. 
Examining the ideological dimension of ‘La Scala d’Oro’ has revealed an intricate web of 
agencies where, beyond the appearance of uniformity, different ideological positions 
were expressed.  
The coexistence of different narratives and discourses also emerges from closer 
textual analysis. The two versions of Peter Pan and the rewriting of Robinson Crusoe 
included in the series were investigated in both their visual and textual elements, 
exposing patterns of compliance and resistance to the official ideology of the regime. 
Peter Pan revealed an interesting textual history, with two rewritings being produced 
within a short period of time as a consequence of the introduction of anti-Semitic laws. 
Our analysis has shown how Fascist narratives were significantly more visible in Pia 
Piccoli Addoli’s rewriting, which distanced itself from the earlier version by Rosa Errera. 
                                                
 
18 Rundle, Publishing Translations, p. 147. 
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Robinson Crusoe, on the other hand, was rewritten by the anti-Fascist writer Francesco 
Perri, in a way that suggested the notion of children’s literature as an ‘internal exile’, 
namely a space that was open to ‘dissident’ writers who had been excluded from official 
culture. Looking at the way in which the story is re-narrated by Perri, we have noticed 
that the racist elements already present in the original are not emphasized, nor did they 
make any direct reference to the Italian situation. The rhetoric of motherhood to be found 
in this version is apparently in line with the regime’s ideology. The protagonist, however, 
ends his adventure by going back to his mother’s house, an episode that is at odds with 
the traditional gender roles imposed by Fascism, as well as being entirely absent from the 
original story.  
As well as illuminating aspects of the Fascist dictatorship, the analysis provided 
for our case studies has also offered valuable insights into the dynamics of children’s 
literature as a site for identity negotiation. Unlike adult literature, censorship of books for 
children was paralleled by a ‘positive’ (i.e. ‘active’) definition of what literature for the 
young should be and do. We have seen how the ‘Convegno per la Letteratura Infantile e 
Giovanile’ (Bologna, 1938) had provided clear-cut guidelines for the production of new 
books for the Fascist youth. A survey of the individual interventions has revealed how the 
regime was aware of the ambiguity of children’s literature, as a genre which had a great 
potential as an instrument of indoctrination, but which was also extremely heterogeneous 
and difficult to control. Through the combined effort of censorship and propaganda, 
Fascism had the ambition of repressing both external and internal differences, thus 
making books for children an idealized space where notions of ‘true Italian identity’ 
could be circulated and enforced. 
The self-referential character of children’s literature, constructing idealized 
mirror-images of society, was especially promoted by Fascism, which advocated the 
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creation of a literature that was both nationalist and strictly autarchic. However, in Nation 
and Narration, Homi Bhaha claims that: ‘the “other” is never outside or beyond us; it 
emerges forcefully, within cultural discourse, when we think we speak most intimately 
and indigenously “between ourselves”’19. It is precisely in the ‘speaking between 
ourselves’ and about ourselves, which informed the translations and rewritings of 
literature for children, that both conscious and unconscious images of society were 
exposed. Such images revealed elements of contradictions and negotiation, thus exposing 
the complex and multifaceted nature of Fascist identity. And due to their doubly marginal 
position, translations and rewritings of children’s literature gave voice to a national 
unconscious that was perhaps less visible in those literary forms which enjoyed a higher 
cultural status. 
It is almost a truism to say that, from the ‘cultural turn’ onwards,20 Translation 
Studies have steadily shifted from a product to a process-oriented perspective, where 
translations and their producers are analysed in their social and historical dimension. In 
recent years, the interdisciplinary nature of Translation Studies has been accentuated, 
with sociological concepts and methodologies being integrated into the field. As a result 
of the special emphasis being placed on the agents involved in the translation process 
(such as publishers, translators and institutional authorities),21 the social structures in 
which translators operate have become a fundamental element in the study of translation. 
Looking at processes of interlingual, intralingual and intertemporal translation 
occurring during Fascism has offered a new perspective on fundamental questions 
                                                
 
19 Homi Babha, Nation and Narration (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 4. 
20 Championed by a number of translation scholars in the 1980s and 1990s, the nature and the implications 
of a ‘cultural turn’ in Translation Studies are illustrated and further explored by Susan Bassnett and André 
Lefevere in ‘Introduction: Proust's Grandmother and the Thousand and One Nights: The “Cultural Turn” in 
Translation Studies’ in Translation, History and Culture, ed. by Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere 
(London: Pinter, 1990), pp 1-13. 
21 See Agents of Translation, ed. by Milton and Bandia. 
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concerning Fascist ideology and culture. Charles Burdett claimed that ‘the success of 
Fascism in extending the boundaries of the modern state was achieved not only through 
coercion but through its ability to encourage mass consensus by propagating a vision of 
society that large sections of the public were prepared to appropriate and adapt’.22 In 
order to extend its grip over Italian society, Fascism manipulated both internal and 
external products, so as to make them conform to its narratives. However, as our case 
studies have also shown, notwithstanding the totalitarian aspirations of the regime, 
Fascist ideology and culture was permeable to both internal and external influences.  
Books for children are, in this regard, especially interesting to investigate for what 
they consciously and unconsciously reveal about society. Similarly to childhood, 
literature for children was considered as endangered by both internal and external forces, 
which threatened its ‘essential’ core. In this context, translations and rewritings of books 
for children revealed the fundamental contradictions of Fascist ideology, which regarded 
Italian identity as biologically determined, on the one hand, and achievable through 
coercion and indoctrination, on the other.23  
Focusing on the multiple and often hidden voices in the texts has offered new 
insights into the tension between tradition and innovation informing Fascist ideology, the 
autarchic claims and the modernizing ambitions of the regime, and the breaks and 
continuities between Fascist and pre-Fascist narratives. In this sense, the analysis has also 
shown how translations are not only or primarily revealing of the relationships between 
the Self and the Other; rather, they can also provide crucial insights into the construction 
and re-construction of the Self.  
                                                
 
22 Charles Burdett, Journeys through Fascism, p. 1. 
23 In investigating the relationship between translation and national identity, Venuti makes a similar point 
when he argues that: ‘In using translation to form national identities, the translator exposes the 
contradictory conditions of the nationalist agenda’. ‘Local Contingencies’, p. 188. 
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The thesis has investigated a number of significant examples of translations and 
rewritings of children’s literature published during Fascism, identifying some key 
concepts and critical issues. In doing so, a complex and dynamic system has been 
revealed, one which has been long neglected in studies on Fascism. Further scholarly 
work needs to be done in order to gain a broader understanding of the functions and 
characteristics of children’s literature as a genre that offers valuable insights into Fascist 
ideology and culture.  For example, a broader comparative analysis between translations 
produced before, during, and after Fascism would provide further insights into issues of 
continuity and change. Individual texts, but also literary genres, could be examined 
within this framework; for instance, the body of Fascist fairy-tales, which has not been 
studied before, could be investigated as a significant example of continuity through 
change. Moreover, a systematic comparison between translations and native production 
would help illuminate the ways in which translations affected Italian children’s literature 
before, during and after the Fascist regime. By further investigating the readership and 
reception of translations, it would be possible to provide new insights into the impact of 
Fascism on the private lives of Italians. 
Further research is also necessary to explore the role of Italian translators during 
Fascism. Translators and rewriters of children’s literature are especially interesting, 
because they often carried out various other activities, came from diverse backgrounds 
and positioned themselves differently in relation to the regime.  While some were part of 
the official cultural establishment and showed loyalty to Fascism, others occupied a 
dissident or marginal position within the cultural system. Lawrence Venuti’s notion of 
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the ‘translator’s unconscious’24 would be particularly interesting to investigate in relation 
to the Fascist context. 
Finally, in highlighting breaks and continuities between Fascist and pre-Fascist 
narratives and ideological agendas, translations and rewritings of children’s literature 
have proved to have an important documentary value. An analysis of these texts has 
shown how they can illuminate central aspects of the study of Fascism, such as the 
interpretation of Mussolini’s dictatorship as a parenthesis in the national history of 
Italy,25 or the issue of consent to the regime.26 Questions have also been raised about the 
challenges of applying an integrated multidisciplinary approach to the study of 
translations. Particularly relevant to our analysis is the discussion on the historiography 
of translation, which appeared in the issue 5.2 (2012) of the journal Translation Studies, 
where Christopher Rundle expresses his concerns about combining an historical approach 
(focusing on a specific context) with the methodology of descriptive Translation Studies 
(mostly concerned with seeking out universal patterns for translational behaviour).27 This 
thesis seeks to contribute to the debate on the historiographical value of translations by 
showing how translations and rewritings of children’s literature in Fascist Italy can be 
successfully used as tools for exploring the political and ideological complexities of the 
regime. By highlighting the political and cultural dynamics behind their (re)production, 
this thesis has revealed how books for children provided not only an unusual, although 
illuminating perspective on Fascism, but also a conscious and unconscious autobiography 
of the nation. 
                                                
 
24 ‘The difference that translation makes: the translator’s unconscious’ in Alessandra Riccardi, ed., 
Translation Studies: Perspective on an Emerging Discipline (2002), pp. 214-241. 
25 Croce, Scritti e discorsi politici. 
26 See De Felice, Gli anni del consenso, and the more recent work by Paul Corner, especially his essay 
‘Fascist Italy in the 1930s’ in Popular Opinion. 
27 Christopher Rundle, ‘Translation as an Approach to History’, Translation Studies, 5.2 (2012), 232-48. 
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